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ABSTnACT

Racism is found in all societies but is a particular problem in post-colonial immigrantmajority societies where the indigenous population have been dispossessed of their
land and experience social injustices. Aboriginaf people are the most disadvantaged
group in Australian society and despite the current policies of sclf-dctennination and
cultural pluralism they remain at the bottom of all social indicators. The aim of this
study is to examine the causes and consequences of racism against Aboriginal children
from the perspective of their parents. To do this a case-study of seven Aboriginal
parents with primary school aged children was undertaken to see what explanations
they gave for ~he causes of racism in schools and the wider community as \Veil as how
they prepare their children to deal with it.

The study indicates that there is a need for ali non-Aboriginal people to become aware
of Aboriginal culture in order to eradicate racism and intolerance in schools and the
wider community. Aboriginal people feel that the wider community's perceptions of
them is based on ignorance and misunderstanding and these perceptions are continuing
to exclude and marginalise Aboriginal people from society.
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INTRODUCTION
Background to the study
The history of interaction between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people has been one
of conquest and domination. The non-Aboriginal community over the Iaiit two
centuries has tried to deal with Aboriginal people alternately by attempting to destroy

Aboriginal identity by genocide, by biological a<;similation and by cultural integration.

Generally Aboriginal people have resisted these attempts at forced assimilation and
integration, in contrast to the freely chosen assimilation of most migrJnt people
(Wootten 1991).

Aboriginal people identify themselves as Aboriginal which sets them apart culturally
and historically from the rest of the Australian population. Australian society has not
yet come to understand and appreciate Aboriginal culture. There is a need to change
Australian thinking to value, recognise and support the culture of Aboriginal people
so that they don't remain at the bottom of all social indicators. This would help to
repair generations of indifference and social injustice experienced by the Aboriginal
population.

The situation is not unique to Australia. The Indians of North America, the Inuit of
Canada, Alaska and Greenland, the Maori people of New Zealand and the Sami of
Scandinavia all share common problems of inequality and injustice both economically,
politically and socially which may best bo explained by their common history of
foreign cultures invading and dispossessing them from their land without any regard
to theirrights or basic needs (Bereson and Matheson !992; Wootten !991) Despite
this treatment, indigenous groups maintain their separate identity but also share
common social problems such as poverty, alienation from the education system,
unemployment, poor housing, poor health and substance abuse.

If a dominant society denies recognition of the very things on which an individual's
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identity is built, then that individual will become a deviant from the point of view of
the society. This

i~

what has occurred to Aboriginal people since British

coloni~ation

of Australia two hundred years ago. In their endeavour to colonise a new land,
Europeans, who regarded themselves as superior Christian people, rationalised their
actions by racist theories and assumptions such as Social Darwinism which were built
into tht' :;ociety's attnudcs and institutions and continue to operate in some form today.
Aboriginal people were treated as being unable to manage their own affairs, and
subjected to protectionist policies which gave the state the right w remove children
from their natural parents and deny them the right to practice their own culture. As a
result there has developed a complex and difficult situation to which there is no simple
answer.

Racism is a sensitive issue and one which affects Aboriginal and other ethnic minority
groups in Australia to varying degrees. It is difficult to assess the extent of racism
Aboriginal people experience in their day
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day lives. This study will examine

Aboriginal parents perceptions of racist attitudes in their local community. In
particular the study will focus on the experiences of their primary school aged children
both at school and in the wider community to see how these attitudes impact on their
lives.

Significance of the study

In Australia, Aboriginal people continue to be disadvantaged socially, economically
and politically. The following figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1991)
reveal that despite some improvements in socio-economic position since the 1986
Census, social indicators such as life expectancy, income, employment, educational
qualifications and retention rates all remain significantly lower in comparison to nonAboriginal people, while imprisonment rates are much higher when compared to nonAboriginal·.

I0
Demographics
The Aboriginal population com:- iise 1.6% of the total Australian population
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1991). 28% of the Aboriginal population live in
capital cities and just under 20% in rural and remote areas with 50% in towns and rural
localities. This means that most Aborigiual people were living in arca'i where they arc

a minority and of necessity must interact regularly wilh the non· Aboriginal
population.

Life Expectancy

The Aboriginal population growth rate has shown an increase of 16.6% since the 1986
Census (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1991 ). Aboriginality in the Census is selfdetermined and this growth may be due to an increased willingness of individuals to
identify themselves as Aboriginal. According

to

the Department of Employment,

Education and Training ( 1991, p. 4) "An Australian Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander is a person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent who identif!Cs as an
Aborigina1 or Torres strait Islander and is accepted as such by the community in which
she or he lives or has lived."

The census revealed that there is a disproportionate number of Aboriginal children and
youth relative to other Australians - 70% of the Aboriginal population were less than
30 years of age compared with 47% for the total population. In older age groups the
difference is even greater. Only 6% of the Aboriginal population were aged over 55
years compared with 20% of the non-Aboriginal population. The reasons attributed to
this were th<: higher birth and mortality rates of Aboriginals compared with those of
non-Aboriginals.

Families
Multi-family extended households were a feature of the Aboriginal population.
A!most12% of the Aboriginal population were counted in multi-family households
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compared with less than I% of the non-Aboriginal population. Over one quarter of
Aboriginal families were one parent families compared with less than 9% ofnonAboriginai families. These figures indicate that the family .">tmcturc of most Aboriginal

families differs from the majority of non-Aboriginal people and therefore their social
experiences will differ.

Housing

The proportion of Aboriginal dwellings which were rented was 64.0%. This
compared with just over 25% for the non-Aboriginal population. 2.5% of the
Aboriginal population lived in improvised dwellings such as sheds, tents and other
temporary stn!ctures compared with 0.2% of the non-Aboriginal population.

Incomes
Almost two thirds (63.5%) of the Aboriginal population aged 15 years and over
reported an income of under S 12,000 per year compared with 45% of the nonAboriginal population. At the other end of the scale just 2.2% of Aboriginal people
reported an income of over $35,000 per year compared with over 11% of nonAboriginal people.

Employment

At the time of the 1991 Census, unemployment amongst Aboriginal people was
almost three times higher than that for non-Aboriginal people. 30.8% of the Aboriginal
population were unemployed compared wit~1 11.4% of the non-Aboriginal population.
There were marked differences in the unemployment rate between States. The rate
ranged from 19% in the ACT to over 36% in W A.

28% of Aboriginal people were employed in unskilled aod semi-skilled occupations
compared with 13% of non-Aboriginal people. At the other eod of the scale only
4.7% of the Aboriginal population were employed as managers and administrators
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compared with 12.9% ofnonMAboriginal people.

Educational Qualifications
The census revealed large differcm:cs in the number of years of education between
Aboriginal and non·Aboriginal people. Over 40% of the Aboriginal population had

left school before the age of 16 years compared with 36% of non-Aboriginal people.
The number of Aboriginal people who left school at 17 years or older was 17.3%

compared with 34% of the non-Aboriginal populaticHi. 8.6% of the Aboriginal
population were attending a tertiary institution compared with over 2l% of the nonAboriginal population. Almost 80% of the Aboriginal population had no post-

secondary school qualifications compared with 61 o/c of the non-Aboriginal population.
The need for a greater focus on education is heightened by the current age structure of
Aboriginal people which has a high proportion of youth in comparison to the rest of
the population.

Retention Rates

While retention rates for Aboriginal students in Western Australia are rising, they are
still significantly less than non-Aboriginal students. The current figures from the
Education Department of Western Australia (1993) showed that the proportion of
Aboriginal students remaining at school until year 12 was 9.9% in 1986 and 22.8% in
1993 in comparison to the non-Aboriginal rates of 48.1% in 1986 and 70.8% in 1993.

Exclusion Rates
The Equal Opportunity Commission Report (1990) claimed that between 1984 and
1989, an average of20 students were excluded from WA schools each year.
Aboriginal students account for 33.9% of the excluded students despite representing
only 2.9% of the school's population.

Imprisonment Rates
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Aboriginal people in prisons and other corrective institutions represented over 12% of
the total prison population allhough they represent only 1.6% of the total Australian

population.

These figures clearly .show that Aboriginal people remain significantly disadvantaged
in terms of all main social indicators. The recommendations of the RCIADC ( 1991)
have identified a plan of action for governments to address Aboriginal disadvantage.
A recent media report claims that governments have a lack of commitment to
implementing these recommendations to improve Aboriginal peoples position in

society in culturally acceptable ways (West Australian ISn/94 p.I0-11). This is
evident in the fact that since the RCIADIC Aboriginal people are dying in prison at
almost three times the rate as in the period covered by the royal commission.
Although all governments in Australia have committed themselves to use
imprisonment as a last resort, there has been a 50 per cent increase in the number of
Aboriginal people in prison ~n the last six years. Many people are still being sent to
prison for minor offences such as non-payment of fines (West Australian, 1995). The

RCIADC (1991) and the Human Rights Commission National Inquiry into Racist
Violence (1991) have argued that Australia is a fundamentally racist society and
Aboriginal people are faced with racism in almost every aspect of their daily lives.

The NAEC (1993) claimed that the racist attitudes towards Aboriginal people which
existed in the general community leads to Aboriginal children developing a dislike for
schooling and a tendency to reject it. These attitudes are often worse in country towns

and areas where the Aboriginal population forms a minority group which suffers from
the attitudes of the majority population.

Racism is a sensitive issue in education. In NSW and Victoria there is an Anti-Racist

Policy and teachers are aware that they can be taken to court for discriminatory
behaviour. Western Australia has no such policy or established guidelines for appeal

I4
which makes the process difficuh to initiate. Although the cxi.l.tencc of such a policy

does not change attitudes it can help to modify behaviour. The Western Australian
Ministry of Education has published a Social 1usticc in Educution Policy ( 1991) which
outlines priorities which need to be met to

&~chicvc

<m equitable cducativn for

Aboriginal students. One of these priorities is to work towards the elimination of

racism within the school cnvironmcnl.

\Vhile there has been an increase in Aboriginal deaths in prisons there has been a
decrease in Aboriginal deaths while in police custody (West Australian, 1995). Also
with respect to addressing the Third World living conditions which many Aboriginal
communities experience there has been an increase in government spending to help
alleviate the problems in these communities. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Commission released spending details which indicate that \Vest Australian Aboriginal
people will get 37 per cent of a S60 million package to improve living and health
conditions in remote communities ( West Australian, 1995) .

The Purpose of the Study
The history of conflict between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians and the
current statistics and senate reports indicate that Aboriginal people are still subject to
racism both at the ir.stitutional and individual level. The purpose of this study will be
to examine the extent to which Aboriginal parents perceive racism against their
children at school and in the wider community. The study will also look at how
Aboriginal parents explain the construction of racism. That is, what types of actions
and statements do individuals and institutions perpetrate against Aborigina1 people
which Aboriginal parents perceive to be racist in nature. The fina1 purpose of this
study will be to examine how parents prepare their children w deal with racism in the
community and what they perceive to be the consequences of racism for their children.

."
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Research Questions
1. How do Aboriginal parents de 'inc "racism"'!
2. \Vhat is the extent of racism against primary school aged Aboriginal children a'i
pcrcei\'Cd by their parents?

3. How do Abo1iginal parents explain the construction of racism against their
children?
4. \Vhat consequences of racism do parents perceive for their children?

5. \Vhat do Aboriginal parents do to prepare their children for racial conflicts at school
and in the wider society?
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Postmodern Perspective

-~

Postmodemism as a philosophy encompasses a diverse range of viewpoints and
theories and spans a! most every discipline; philosophy, sociology, politics,
architecture, law, literature and the arts in general. Postmodernists such as Adorno
and Berkheimer claimed the natural world had become an abstract, formal concept of
categories (cited in Docherty, I 993, p. 5) which was largely brought about by
humanity's desire

to

master nature. They feared that through the process of applying

formal categories to material realities, reasoning was being reduced to a language
which did not take into consideration other realities such as imagination, dreams and
creativity. Knowledge was reduced to that which can be named, while that which
cannot be named in this way escapes consciousness entirely.

Postmodernism is an approach to sociology which focuses on promoting
understanding of postmodem conditions such as globalisation, an information society,
the in1.:reasing disparity between rich and poor and the subsequent disappearance of the
middle class. The emphasis is on heterogeneity and plurality with sociologists acting
more as inter-preters of social conditions to promote understanding rather than to
support or criticise it (Hollinger, I 994).

Postmodemism signifies a break away from the features of modernity. Featherstone
( 1991) described modernity as the time in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century where progressive economic and administrative rationalisation and
differentiation of the social world processes eventuated in the modern capitalistindustrialist state. Baudrillard (cited in Gane, 1991) and Lyotard (1984) claimed that
the new forms of technology and information have resulted in a shift from a
productive to a reproductive social order and so postmodemism has become the
dominant culture even though the features of modernism are still evident in society
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(Jameson, 1984 ).

Postmodernism in Multicultural Societies
The features of postmodcmity arc "those text5, images, discourses, each formed
within particular technologies or media, each with its own way of organising the
intervention on the real, and each with its mode of subject formation." (Jameson, cited
in Docherty, !993, p. 451 ). Each individual is affected by these various discourses
which impact on the individual's perception of reality (Jameson, cited in During,
1993, p. 449) and include information technology, the media and multinational
capitalism.

The globa1isation of the world creates problems for a multicultural society seeking an
identity. Hinkson ( 199 I) describes the state of the postmodem world as one where
the computer and telecommunications have created a unified space within which the
infonnation processes eat away at the culturally differentiated space which was typical
of relations between cultures before the industrial revolution. Cultures are now forced
to accommodate to the postmodem culture which integrates on a world scale.

Postmodem societies are breaking down the 'grand narratives' from the past and there
is now a new depthlessness and weakening of history (Jameson 1984). Grand
narratives are those narratives which have marked modernity -such as the
emancipation of reason and freedom, the enrichment of all humanity through the
progress of capitalist techno-science, the 'settlement' of Australia and the salvation of
creatures through the conversion of souls to the Christian narrative of martyred love.
These narratives have a goal of legitimating social and political institutions and
practices, laws, ethics and ways of thinking. (Lyotanl, 1984).

Racial and ethnic groups who are seeking their identity are dominated by the need to
construct narratives of redemption and emancipation which are free from the

_,.,...
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Eurocentric narratives of the past. These cultural fonns arc using the new
technological means to create awareness and retell history. As Gilroy (1990) stated,
the question now is wh0se master narratives are collapsing and whose are growing?
Kellner ( 1988) argues against macro theories in favour of a plurality of language
games, of localised knowlcd6CS or "linlc narratives".

Post-colonial, multicultural societies such as Australia arc in the position of
constructing a post-colonial identity. Milner (199!, p. 116) describes Australia as a
'postmodem archetype' due to its history of only approximating cultural or social
modernity. Post-colonialism has become Australia's own distinctive postmodern
condition where the nation can no longer draw its identity from one homogeneous
ethnic group but needs to create cohesion through diversity.

The postmodern

condition means that humanity now inhabits a space which is capable of supporting
cultural diversity where previously assimilation was considered the only alternative
(Ka!antzis, 1988). During ( 1987) described this as a need to create an image which is
free ofEurocentric concepts and images.

The impact of postmodem cultural theory and feminist cultural theory has led to
changes in the broader cultural sphere. The production, consumption and circulation
of goods has led to broader shifts in the balance of power and interdependencies
between groups. It is not just power but also the languages, metaphors and images
that have been designed to silence those whom they represent. For example,
Aboriginal media practices have challenged the terms on which issues of race,
colonialism, cultural value, national identity and land ownership are publicly discussed
and have powerfully affected political and intellectual life. Similarly, so have feminist
campaigns around images of women and the efforts of migrant groups to change the
'norm' of Anglo-Celtic Australia (Frow & Morris, 1993, p. xiv). The changes in the
everyday practices and experiences of different groups lead to new means of
orientation and identity structures (Featherstone, 1991, p.ll).
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Australia has had a history of racism since European colonisation. The pre-existing
Aboriginal societies were destroyed. Kalantzis ( 1988) argued that racism has been
11 .-;ed

by post-wnr governments to sell their immigration programs to the Australian

people who felt threatened by immigration. In the 1960s the White Australia Policy
claimed that Europeans who were 'like us' would create jobs and improve living
standards but AsiJns would have a detrimental effect because they were unlike us.
Thus people were consoled about inunigration policies through ideological arguments
along racist lines (Kalantzis, 1988, p. 91). In the 1970s the Whitlam government
introduced the non-discririllnatory immigration policy and Asian nations became
sources for immigrants which continues to be the approach today (Partington and
McCudden, 1992, p. 4).

To overcome the implicit racist ideologies and create a smooth functioning
multicultural nation Australia has had to make three changes. First it has had to
respond to the demands of the indigenous people so as to appear to transform the first
major racist moment in Australian history. Second it has had to break the embedded
ideology of racism in the dominant Australian population. Third it has had to support
traditionalism for ethnic and Aboriginal groups so that it appears to support their
cultural autonomy and social equality (Kalantzis, 1988). While these factors are part of
government policy, the fact th.at some ethnic and Aboriginal groups remain at the
bottom of most social indic.ators implies that the deeper influences of racism and
structural inequalities remain.

Deconstruction
Deconstruction was a term used by the poststructuralist intellectual movement in the
late 1960s. The term is mainly associated with Derrida (1978) who suggested that
language cannot carry meaning or truth directly. He claimed that Western
philosophies have used metaphor and figurative rhetoric to construct hierarchies of
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meaning in which one tcm1 is constituted as the privileged term and these are then
socially institutionalised, such <LS good/had, black/white, masculine/feminine. The aim
of deconstruction is to reveal thl! ambivalence of aJl texts which can only be
understood in relation W other texts and not in relation to any literal meaning. The
search for truth involves an attempt to deal with the problem of relating the realm of
language and the realm of Being. Kant argued in the Critique of Pure Reason that
there is a mis-match between reality and our perceptions of reality and it is wrong to
confuse the two. Paul de Man (1986, p.ll), supported this claim by arguing that

what we define as an ideology is actually the confusion of linguistic with actual reality.

Structuralists such as Saussure, Gadamer and Levi-Strauss believed that a text
speaks a certain truth and at some point the reader can see a remark or event which has
obvious meaning. The reader must focus on the subject matter not the speaker which
Derrida argues is an ethnocentric view of nature over culture.

Poststructuralists like Derrida claimed that all writing is an interpretation of previous
writings and there is no one correct interpretation of a text (Hollinger, 1994, p. 98).
However as Jameson argued, "history is not a text, though it is nonetheless
inaccessible to us except in textual form" (cited in Milner, 1991, p. 121) The human

subject does not have a unified consciousness but is structured by language (Sarop,
1989, p. 4 ). Therefore, in order to get at the realities behind the texts you need to

deconstruct them and eHrninate the interpretation or the ideology.

Discourse Theory
The striving for an identity centres on language. Language as described by Muecke
(1992) is organised into categories of text, discourse and ideology. He argued that

discourses are produced by ideological institutions such as religions, colonial
economies and governments. Meaning and understandings are generated by these
discourses so that there is coherence between institutional structures and the behaviour
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of individuals within them. These discourses arc realised ultimately in grammatical
selections, formations and transformations and have been historically formed in
relation w ideologies.
;~ ~'

<c
~

The consequence of discourse theory is that the deconstruction of texts and ideologies
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becomes the site of social change (Muecke 1992, Hodge and Kress 1988). Discourse
theory argued against the view that language is a tool which individuals used to
express ideas but rather argued that individuals are formed by language and its
discourses. Muecke claimed that the way non~ Aboriginal people view Aboriginal
people is a result of the discourses made available.
Hollinsworth ( !992b) argued that while there have been many different discourSes of
Aboriginality over the last 200 years, the dominant official discourse since the 1940s
has been framed in terms of 'traditional' culture. This particular construction does not
include urban/rural Aboriginal people and results in comparisons between those
described. as urban or part~Aboriginal and those considered authentic.

Non~Aboriginal

ptople have traditionally written three main types of discourses on

Aboriginal people. the Anthropological, the Romantic and the Racist (Muecke, 1992).
He argued that there discourSes start on perceptions of difference (us and them), and
proceed to create. an Anthropological, Romantic or Racist perception by the choice of
grammatical features such as metaphor, sentence structure and word selection which
are then read as a social perception. In the 1930s when anthropologists came tore~
evaluate and reconstruct Aboriginal culture the emphasis was on "uncontaminated
cultures in remote locations" and tended to ignore the majority Aboriginal population
in 'settled' Australia. Hollinsworth (1992b) argued that the academic and mass media
representations of Aboriginal people as changeless and primitive has made the urban
Aboriginal people appear less authentic. He further claimed that the prevailing racist
and colonial discourses have shaped people's construction of Aboriginality and
explained why there is an increased acceptance and rise in popularity of Australia's

•
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Aboriginal heritage and twditional arts and crafts without a significant improvement in
the social and material conditions for most Aboriginal people. Nyoongar ( 1992)
argued against Hollinsworth's claims by stating that Aboriginal people cannot be
identified as one identifiable group. Aborigina.l people identify with regional
identifications such as Nyoongah, Koori, Yamadji etc. and believed that the search for
an Aboriginal identity must come from within the Aboriginal community rather than
from European theory.

Postmodernism and the School Curriculum
Postmodernism's rejection of master narratives and universalism and the emergence of
popular culture has challenged the traditional academic disciplines. The postmodem
condition has also meant that various forms of Otherness can now be explored and
reclaimed. Giroux (1990, p. 21), summarised the impact postmodernism has on our
traditional curriculum discourses as firstly, the changing conditions of knowledge
embedded in electronic technology; secondly, the new questions raised about culture
as a field of domination and contestation; and thirdly, the focus on the importance of
history as a counter-memory in the concept of otherness, which offers the opportunity
for subordinate groups to repossess their human history. This repossession was
barred from the dominant histcrical narrative in the modernist approach.

School knowledge is the combination of skills and knowledge an individual acquires
through interacting with school texts and classroom discourse (Luke and Luke 1990).
Educational discoursz can be seen synchronously as a system of signs and
representation from the academic article to the policy document, to curriculum
specifications, to staffroom common sense, and to the classroom text and student
worksheet. Diachronically school knowledge can be deconstructed from its assumed
status as representational of the real to an historical variant on the reaL Luke and Luke
(1990) argue that in the postmodern world the sign-imageries of school knowledge
"have no relation to any reality whatsoever" (p. 82). They give as an example the
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institutionalised reading practices of the students' oral reading, the teacher questioning
Jf that reading, end-of-chapter quizzes, homework and formal exams which do not

have an equivalence in out of schoo~ reality.

c.

(,

'

For educators, postmodemism provides theories with which to redefine authority, and
the hidden ways in which we marginalise, exclude and subordinate. In this case it
means providing a curriculum which encompasses individuals and groups who have
b~en

excluded due to their class, gender, race, age or ethnic origin (Giroux, 1990, p.

30) As Baker and Free body ( 1989) showed in their analyses of classroom discourse,
the texts of school knowledge are produced through classroom discourse which leads
to micropolitical relations between teacher, student and text authority. Husseyn
(1984) argued that because the nature of school knowledge with its artefacts of
historically identifiable discourses such as the curriculum, educational knowledge and
policy remains in an industrialist model school system, the traces of the modernist
project remain. Luke and Luke (1990) maintained that part of the problem with
Western education is the unquestioned acceptance of narratives from a past era.

These past narratives, transposed to contemporary local and global conditions may no
longer be relevant in the formulation of inquiry or solutions. From a postmodem
perspective the changing function of education not only includes changes to the
curriculum but also a shift in the teachers role from teacher as teacher (which as
Hinkson (1991) wrote is one who "imposes dogma, prejudice, arbitrary knowledge"
(p.29)), to one who is a facilitator of knowledge. The result is that the individual
becomes an autonomous learner rather than a market-based learner who can only
choose knowledge broken into consumerable pieces.

History of Aboriginal/Non-Aboriginal interaction
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Racism a,gainst Aboriginal people has been evident from the first colonisation of

Australia by the Europeans. The Con.stitution of 1901 not only excluded Aboriginals
from federal jurisdiction but also prevented them from voting and declared them nonpersons.

The "Protectionist" era from the 1860s to the 1940s was a period in which Aboriginal
people were discriminated against and controlled. States made decisions about
peoples' racial classification based on their degree of skin pigmentation. These

classifications were significant because being Aboriginal meant being sent to reserves
and forfeiting their land. Many Aboriginal people denied their roots for fear of being

sent to reserves. These reserves did little to prepare Aboriginal people for white
society and denied them the right to practise their own culture (Bereson and Matheson
1992). The effects of this era are still felt today. The parents of the removed children

felt an acute sense of anguish and loss whereas the children suffered psychological
problems as they question their identity and the value of their heritage. Tensions have
been created between the generations due to the differing educational experiences and
aspirations (Addressing the key issues of reconciliation, 1993, p.l4).

By 1939 protectionist policies were officiaiiy abandoned and assimilation policies
were adopted. These policies were fonnulated with the expectation that all ethnic
groups including Aboriginal people would attain the same manner of living as
members of a single Australian community (Hasluck, 1961 ). Jordan (1986) describes
the assimilation period as a time when Aboriginal people were rejected by the

mainstream society on account of their skin colour and life style while at the same
time losing their Aboriginal identity. The result of this era was cultural genocide as
Aboriginal culture and language were ignored in an attempt to assimilate them into the
'white' Australia.

In the early I!T/Os, forced assimilation policies were abandoned but voluntary
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assimilation continued. Cultural pluralism was the new ideal and was supported
through setting up the Dcpar.ment of Aboriginal Affairs. The aims of these policies
were to encourage ethnic groups to maintain their own culture and language while

taking on <10 'Australian' identity or nationality (Jordan 1986). The Royal
Commissio!l into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (Wootten 1991) has found that
policies and attitudes from the past and the structures and processes for 'dealing with'
Aboriginal people are still found in some agencies such as the police force, courts,
welfare agencies and schools.

Over the past two decades large sums of money have been utilised to alleviate the
"Third World" living conditions experienced by Aboriginal people in both rural and
urban areas. A report ia the West Australian (Brown !994) stated that while $387
million of state money had been spent last year on Aboriginal services much of this
had been wasted and conditions remain at Third World levels. As 70% of West
Australian Aboriginal people are under 30 years of age there needs to be a special
focus placed on early schooling, measures to combat absenteeism and a teacher
training program which includes Aboriginal history and culture. The Council for
Aboriginal Reconciliation claimed that governments need to redistribute resources to
indigenous communities themselves rather than allocating funds to government
agencies. This will ensure that they receive the maximum benefit and control over the
funding. As part of the reconciliation process governments at all levels are expected to
cooperate and liaise with ATSIC to address Aboriginal peoples' disadvantage and
aspirations in relation to land, housing, law and justice, cultural heritage, education,
employment, health, infrastructure, and economic development. Non-Aboriginal
Australians need to understand that the disadvantaged status of Aboriginal people is
not one of their own making but is due largely to the past dispossession and economic
injustices they have experienced (Brown 1994).

On an international level the racist attitudes of a small, predominantly western society
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in South East Asia may have political and economic consequences. Brady ( 1994, p.
93) writes that with the breakdown of apartheid in South Africa, Australia may replace
that country as the archetype of the racist state. International criticism has already been
mentioned in Australia's dcl;ty in fully implementing the International Convention for
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination which was signed in 1975. The government
still has reservations about Article 4(a) which states that the dissemination of idea<;
based on racial superiority, hatred or incitement to racial hatred is unlawful. The
government claims this is challenging an individual's right to freedom of speech. To
date South Australia, New South Wales and Western Australia have passed the
legislation but according to Brady the implementation has not been enthusiastic.

While the situation for Aboriginal people is considerably more disadvantaged when
compared to non-Aboriginals there have also been some successful programs and
projects run by Aboriginal people for Aboriginal people. Some of the programs which
have been established in Western Australia

are~

the Aboriginal Medical Service,

Abmusic, Aboriginal Legal Service, Aboriginal Visitors Scheme and the Nyungar
Alcohol Substance Abuse Scheme (Daube 1994).

Racism and Ethnic Relations
The study of race and ethnic relations is concerned with the kinds of socia1 relations
which exist between people of the same race and ethnicity and between individuals and
groups of different race and ethnicity. In the field of sociology there many of theories
and concepts which attempt to interpret the problem of order in modern society such
as the structural-functionalist approach of Talcott Parsons (1952), Marxist conflict
theory, rational choice theory and methodological individualism (Rex, 1986).

Racism is often confused with prejudice, discrimination and other hostile acts
perpetrated by an individual. Prejudice as defined by Lynch (1987, p. 22), "is the
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holding of a belief or opinion without adequate rational grounds or in the face of
·--~-

rational evidence to the contrary of that belief or opinion". Prejudice as such may be
for or against a person or object and is not directly antagonistic. Discrimination refers
to the behaviour of an individual based on their prejudiced belief:. and may be verbal

or non-verbal, individual or institutional, conscious or unconscious (Lynch 1987).
Racial discrimination refers to the behaviour which disadvantages others based on
their believed membership to a certain racial or ethnic group (Pettman 1986).

Racism needs to be distinguished from racial discrimination. Radsm as explained by
Pettman (19f

J·

.san ideology which devalues others and explains their inferiority in

ways that blame the victim. Thus it rationalises the dominant group's prejudice and
becomes so entrenched in the population's consciousness that it comes to be seen as a
natural belief and operates through the institutions of that society.

Institutional racism refers to the consequences of a society's racist beliefs, which is the
distribution of social rewards in a way that regularly advantages some groups (usually
male, middle-class, Anglo-Australians) and disadvantages others. The dominant
group is represented in positions of power so that their interests and values are
maintained. The pattern of domination emerges through school and university
outcomes and employment levels. Key institutions such as education, the law, health
and government administration exhibit institutional racism. This process is largely
unconscious and develops through socialisation into a prejudiced culture without
exa'Tlining how discriminated groups are affected (Pettman 1988; Sarup 1986).

Racism is evident at both the institutional and individual level. These two levels are
interconnected due to the way society constructs and maintains social integration and
attit.!.des through its key institutions. The fonns of social integration in a society are
multiple and multi-layered and can be seen explicitly and implicitly. It is the implicit
and apparently natural racist practices which are the most powerful (Hinkson 1991).
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In the modernist stale the system of work and education were important institutions for
the socialisation of its citizen~. The function of school is to distribute knowledge in
order for the individual to acquire specific roles in society. Despite the fact that
teachers hold diverse views, in the main the teacher's role is to formally transmit
specific knowledge within the confines of the institution which the teacher represents.
As the teacher usually belongs to the dominant group in society then this group's
knowledge, beliefs and attitudes are also transmitted either consciously or
unconsciously. Thus racism is sustained because it reinforces the privileges of the
dominant group and the inequality of the less powerful groups in society (Hinkson
1991).

In postmodemity the integrative aspect of education is less important because new
social integrative mechanisms have emerged such as the mass media. The consumer
culture which the mass media has created has led to a situation where each individual
is socially integrated and increasingly constitutes a self which takes the consumer
culture for granted (Hinkson 1991).

Education in a Multicultural Society
Schooling in Australia is a compulsory, universal experience and because of this
becomes a reflection as well as a reflector of the processes of socialisation. Kalantzis
(1988) argued that in schools there is a token acknowledgment of other cultures.
Culture and ethnicity are recognised in the narrow perspective of people's personal
preferences for food, religion and music. There is a reluctance to address the deeper
structural issues of racism. The pedagogical changes required to combat structural
racism such as underachievement at school of Aboriginal and ethnic people are largely
ignored.

The type of action required to eliminate racism according to Kalantzis involves
learning language as a tool for communication, action, power rutd self-detennination.
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Traditionally education ha<; relied on the printed word for transmission of information.
Goody and Watt ( 1977) argue that the fixity of the printed word has shaped history
and protected the pasl through its documentary record which they refer to as the
'tyranny of history'. Post modernists such as Derrida would argue that learning
language also involves the ability to analyse discourses in ordc;:- to deconstruct their
hidden meaning and gd to the reality. The emphasis in teacher training should be on
the pedagogical imperatives of postmodern indus 1.rial societies a'i they relate to people
from all backgrounds. Materials and curriculum should not just remove stereotyping
and widen ethnic representation but develop programmes which enable all students to
understand the process of cultural construction.

Aboriginal Students and Schools
Within the context of Australian education, Aboriginal students' educational
achievement is well below that of non-Aboriginal students. Despite initiatives such as
extra funding, bilingual programmes, pre-school meals programmes, employment of
Aboriginal education workers and liaison officers, Aboriginal children continue to
perform poorly at school and have the lowest retention rate of any group in Australia
(Mcinerney 1992).

An article in The Weekend Australian (26/2/94,) titled 'Education fails Black
Children" claimed that nearly half the nation's Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
primary school children have serious numeracy and literacy problems. This is three
times the national average. The report also stated that one in five Aboriginal children
are not en.mlled in any kind of fonnal education and that one in four leave school
befor~

the end of year ten.

The TaskForce on Aboriginal Social Justice (1994) on which the above article was
based, argued that a person's level of academic achievement had a direct influence on
other aspects of his/her life such as employment. health, housing and general well
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being and vice versa. This means that in order for cducation<Jl <JChicvcmcnts to
improve there was a need for social justice for all Aboriginal people. The report
claimed that some of the factors which were causing low academic achievement were
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cultural conflict, the poor education of parents and grandparents and the irrelevance

and inappropriateness of the State education system. This was reflected in the high
levels of non-attendance and truancy,low retention rates and the unequal levels of
achievement compared with non-Aboriginals. While these factors are common to
other students of a lower socio-economic background the culturaJly alien environment,
Jack of culturally appropriate programs and prejudiced attitudes towards Aboriginal

f
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students among peers and some teaching staff further compound the problem.

The attitudes of non-Aboriginal students towards Aboriginals was one of the issues
mentioned in The Task Force on Aboriginal Social Justice (1994). Most Aboriginal
people Jive in areas where they form a minority group. Therefore in the majority of
schools Aboriginal students comprise a minority of the student population. In the
report the Aboriginal community claimed that the low retention rates of Aboriginal
students were due to their sense of alienation from mainstream society and the
existence of prejudicial attitudes and discrimination by peers and some teachers
produced low self-esteem and low academic aspirations in Aboriginal students.

TheWAAECG (1987) was established to advise on the educational needs of
Aboriginal people. Pru1 of their findings was that there was a popular misconception
that Aboriginal people were either completely assimilated into the 'white' culture or
maintained a trnditiona11ifestyle which forfeited their right to participate in mainstream
society. TPJs misconception has had an adverse effect on the delivery of education to
Aboriginal children. The dominant modes of discourse in the schools are counter to
Aboriginal children's success, Non-Aboriginal people need to recognise that through
education Aboriginal people seek equality and independence not cultural genocide,
The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy (1993) further
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stated that it is only through an equitable education that economic and social
disadvantage will be rectified and enable Aboriginals to achieve full recognition and

-~-

status within Australia.

Teacher Attitude and Hs Effect on Students Performance
'

A number of studies have been conducted on the effect of teacher attitudes on
students' academic performance. For a variety of reasons teachers form differential
expectations for the students they teach (Good & Brophy, 1974; Rosenthal &

Jacobsen, 1968) and that such expectations influences teacher behaviours. While the
initial Rosenthal & Jacobsen (1968) study has been strongly criticised (Thorndike,
1968; Greiger, 1971) it sparked off numerous teacher expectation studies in the

following decades. With regard to ethnic nUnority students a number of studies have
been conducted both in Australia and overseas.

Mcinerney ( 1992) stated that for a

variety of reasons many teachers set low expectations of Aboriginal students academic
performance. In New Zealand (StGeorge, 1983; Dewes,I968; Walker, 1973) one of

the causes for the low achievement of minority school children was found to be the
biases of the teachers and school system. A parallel is to be found in the United States

where low performance expectations and assumptions were attributed to the
educational neglect of minority groups (Harlem Youth Opportunities Unlimited, 1965;
Katz, 1967; Jensen & Rosenfe!J, 1974; Cooper, Baron & Lowe, 1975; Clifton,
1982).

The present research shows that teacher support and encouragement is one of the most
important determinants of Aboriginal motivation in the school setting. Mcinerney
(1992) found that the main factors ••hich motivate an urban Aboriginal child to

continue at school was firstly a sense of self-reliance and goal direction. These were
influenced by facilitating conditions such as parental support, school support through
teachers and peers and a feeling of like or dislike towards school in general. Malin
(1990) supports this claim by asserting that the culturally based skills, assumptions
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and values which the Aboriginal child brings from home to school often go unnoticed
by the non-Aboriginal teacher. The study showed that the Aboriginal children were

only noticed by the teacher for 'doing the wrong thing'. She claimed that the
combination of cultural differences, ideology and micro-political processes resulted in
Aboriginal children being marginaliscd both socially and academically.

Teacher attitudes towards indigenous children is largely a result of their socialisation.
Andrews (1993) found that teachers are fanned by their own experiences at school
and that teacher training institutions are an extension of this period of socialisation.
These experiences are largely formed by a non-indigenous, western, capitalist society
which does not cater for teaching in a cross·cultural situation.

Cultural Differences of Aboriginal Students
Aboriginal people who have not lived a traditional lifestyle for generations may still
continue the cultural characteristics typical of traditional lifestyles because their
childrearing practices have not changed markedly. These practices are different to
non~Aboriginal

children and can influence the ways in which Aboriginal children

interact in the classroom and respond to teachers. Kearins (1984) has identified
significant differences in child-rearing practices in Australia between Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal Australians. Malin (1990) and Hanis (1987) have found that urban
Aboriginal children continue to show these characteristics.

One of the main characteristics of Aboriginal children is that they are autonomous.
This can be seen in the extent to which they regulate their own behaviour and show
self-reliance. Aboriginal children are brought up to be independent in behaviour and
decision making. For example they have free access to the resources of the household
such as food. They can choose rather than feel compelled to comply to adult directives
and parents do not question their children about their behaviour such as: Where are
you going? Why are you doing that?
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you going? Why arc you doing that?

Aboriginal parents also expect their children lO he selfMreliant. They arc brought up to
assert themselves and defend their rights. They arc expected to solve their own
arguments rather than running to the adults. They arc also expected to be emotionally
resilient ;tnd be physically tough.

There is more social equality between AboriginaJ adults and children than with nonAboriginal children. They arc treated more as equal partners and are given more
responsibility such as looking after younger siblings.

Close family ties are a characteristic of Aboriginal people. People who are willing to
spend the time of day to discuss common interests, have an interest in relationships
and demonstrate care are held in higher regard than people who are more work
oriented. Aboriginal people are expected to visit family regularly, stay overnight or
for lengthy periods, have a good knowledge of relationships and care for one another.

Harris (1987) has researched how these child-rearing practices are extended into how
Aborigin~l

children learn. The main characteristics of Aboriginal learning styles are

that they learn through observation and imitation rather than verbal instruction. They
prefer to learn through trial and error in private so they are competent before
performing in practice. They also learn when the task is for a rea! life performance
within a relevant context rather than in a contrived context free setting. Aboriginal
children also tend to be more person oriented than infonnation oriented and work

better in a cooperative environment rather than a competitive one.

The implications of the differences in child rearing practices and learning styles is that
Aboriginal children will be disadvantaged when they go to school. As Malin (1990)
found in her study, non-Aboriginal children have decisions made for them by adults,
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and are trained to obey adults and !O heed verbal instructions before they attend

school. Young Aboriginal children arc required to make decisions rather than be
directed by adul!s. They arc not expected to obey nor attend to verbal instructions by
adults but are free to act independently.

Teachers who are mainly non·Aboriginal expect students to share the same 'nonnal'
behaviours as their own upbringing. As young Aboriginal children do not share the
same language usage, assumptions and information their behaviour in schools is often
judged as ignorant and disobedient. Their own skills and knowledge are often
unrecognised and so are the conflicts they experience within the school system (Malin,
!990; Gibson, 1993).

Specific Studies similar to the Current Study
There have been a number of studies which look at Aboriginal perfonnance,
motivation and attitudes towards schooling but very few studies have been done to
assess the extent of racism in the schools. Jordan (1986) found that schools try to
create a positive self~concept for all its students but Aboriginal people have to contend
with the ingrained racism from the wider society which they face in their day to day
interactions. The following recent studies have interviewed parents and students on
how they perceive education and the issues which affect them. These reports found
that racism is a significant issue which affected their perfonnance at school.

A survey undertaken in Darwin shows racism to be a major factor affe.::ting Aboriginal
children at school. Wunungmurra (1987) interviewed seven parents on how they felt
about sending their children to urban primary schools. The results indicated that the
most common problem was teasing. Other problems included shyness, loneliness,
and feeling frightened. The parents also stated that their children felt more contented at
a school when the principals and teachers understood Aboriginal culture. The
concluding comment was that often absenteeism was due to teasing and difficulties
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with school work. The survey was a small study and more research needs to be done
to see if racism is a significant factor across settings.

Forrester (1992) conducted a survey of both Aboriginal and nonwAboriginal students
in upper primary, secondary and tertiary education to determine the extent of both
overt and covert discriminatory practices operating in the education system. The
responses from the questionnaire indicated that overt racist behaviour and attitudes
seem to peak in early and middle high school and develop into more covert practices
from then on. These studies as well as the various government reports mentioned
previously all indicate that racism is a reality for Aboriginal children in schools and is a
major ;.-cason for failure at school and alienation from the education system.

Mcinerney (1989) studied the detenninants of motivation of urban Aboriginal students
within a mainstream school setting. A comparative study was made of Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal views on education. The major purpose of the study was to generate
qualitative infonnation on how Aboriginal people conceptualise education, and what
they perceive to be the main issues concerning the performance of Aboriginal children
at school. These data were compared with responses made by non-Aboriginal parents
relating to their own children. The survey was carried out through personal interviews
and group discussions with members of the Aboriginal community in five educational
regions of the New South Wales Department of Education and through a written
survey fonn distributed to both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal parents.

The results of the survey indicated that racism and discrimination are significant
factors affecting school success and school-related behaviour. The Aboriginal parents'
responses showed that they considered school-based edur.ation important for their
children, and children should continue beyond the minimum school age. Factors
which they attributed to leaving school early were peer group pressure, poor teaching
methods, insensitive teachers, inappropriate school curriculum and the discriminatory
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behaviour of schools for not giving enough attention to Aboriginal students. A wide
range of issues were addressed in this study such as goal direction, self-reliance and
confidence, intrinsic motivation, parental support, teacher and peer suppon and the

perceived value of schooling. Racism was only one issue which was examined but
the fact that a high proportion of Aboriginal purcnts stated that it was affecting school
performance indicates that racism is present in school and is worthy of investigation.
For this reason the present study was conducted to examine the nature and extent of

racism in urban primary schools and whether this has a significant effect on urban
Aboriginal student's perfonnance at school.

Literature on Methodology:

Case Study Method

The case-study method is the in-depth investigation of an individual, group or
institution. The purpose of this method is to examine factors and the relationship
between factors that have led to a current behaviour or situation which is the object of
the 'tody (Gay 1992).

Racism is an issue which involves complex personal and social components. The best
method to analyse all these components is the case study as qualitative studies provide
a better fit to most social phenomena than rationalistic methods. The main argument

for using this approach is that when dealing with human enquiry it is impossible to
eliminate interaction between the inquirer and the respondent and therefore it should be

used as the instrument of enquiry. This is because human life cannot be reduced to
objective facts and in order to explore events in human life it has to be done by
recreating the experiences of others (Guba 1988).

Postmodern resr;archers are not limited by what they believe is rational. Murphy
(1989) describes this principle as "semiotic polycentrism", which is the belief that

pheno:r:nena ma!r possess a variety of meanings simultaneously. The idea that there is
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a final reading of a text is rejected. Reality is recognised to be multivalent a"i opposed
to the condition maintained by structuralists in which reality is ba<;cd on empirical
facts.

The instmmental case-study method allows the inquirer to organise social data in order
to detenninc the factors, and relationships among the factors, which have resulted in
the current situation (Gay 1992). The purpose of the case-study is to determine why

the particular situation has arisen rather than what is happening in the present. The
choice of the case is to provide insight and advance our understanding of the issue of
racism. The case will be looked at in depth, its contexts and activities detailed to gain
an understanding of the processes and to suggest hypotheses to account for the
situation (Stake 1988).

The instrumental case-study method has been used to examine various issues in
education across cultural settings. To understand education in a cross-cultural setting
the inquirer must be familiar with the culture in order to formulate generalisations
about the relationship between schools and communities as well as education and
social systems. In case studies such as Corrigan (1979), Schooling the Smash Street
Kids; Robins and Cohen ( 1978), Knuckle Sandwich: Growing up in the WorkingClass City: Hebdige (1979), Sub-culture: The meaning of Style and Willis (1979),
Learning to labour: How Working Class Kids get Working Class Jobs ; the inquirer

were able to examine the interaction between the people engaged in the education
process and gain personal insights into problems which are difficult to investigate
using more rationalistic methods.

Rationalistic methods rely on objective descriptions and observations as a means for
gathering and analysing data. Critical researchers maintain that the meaning of an
experience is not self-evident but depends on the interpretation and definition of the
experience. Kincheloe (cited in Denzin and Lincoln, 1994, p. 144) argues that the
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analysis and interpretation of data depends on the theoretical framework and the
researchers own ideological assumptions. The data derived from a study arc not
irrefutable f<Jcts but represent hidden assumptions which the inquirer must reveal.
Knowledge about the world is revealed by people who are a part of that world and this
involves an act of human judgement. From a post modern perspective this act of
judgement is an interpretive act. The intcrprctution of theory, according to critical
analysts, involves understanding the relationship between the particular and the whole
and between the subject and the object of analysis. This position contradicts the
empirical vie\vpoint that theory is basically a matter of classifying objective data
(Kincheloe and McLaren, 1994).

The case-study method is particularly relevant when dealing \',.-ith Aboriginal people.
The WAAECG (1987) stated that surveys of Aboriginal people which involve
structured questionnaires often appear threatening and result in invalid conclusions.
The best approach is to meet with people on their own tenns and to folloW a general
framework of questioning so as to gain rapport and the confidence of the respondents.
Aboriginal people in urban and other non-traditional settings have reason to suspect
academic researchers (particularly if they are not Aboriginal), either as using
infonnation for self-promotion or as state-funded and possibly state-directed workers
who will misuse the information or suppress it. This leads Aboriginal people to
question why they should cooperate for no return. To prevent the case of
misrepresentation the inquirer will adopt the case-study method to allow the
respondents to speak for themselves.

A critical postmodem inquirer is required to ask questions about how what has come
to be, whose interests are served by particular institutional arrangements, and where
our own frames of references come from. To engage in critical postmodem research

is to construct perceptions of the world in a manner which undennincs what appears
natural and question what appears obvious so that local subjugated knowledge ciln
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challenge universal knowledge (Kincheloe and McLaren, 1994).
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

From a postmodern perspective, Australian post-colonial society consists of
individuals from different cultures who arc shaped by the various discourses, images
and texts with which they interact. Their interpretation of these texts will influence
and shape their perceptions of society.

Since the British colonised Australia they have become the dominant culture and have
created the ''grand narratives" which shape the reality and concepts held by
individuals. Because of this, other ethnic groups "narratives" have become excluded
and devalued. Since 1972 government policy has changed from assinlllation and
segregation policies to cultural pluralism. As a result the individual now lives in a
space capable of supporting cultural diversity where previously there was a belief that
a nation could have only one national identity to which outsiders had tc be assimilated.
However these changes in government policy are not being translated into reality
because the "grand narratives" from the modernist era still remain in effect through the
major socialising institutions such as education, the media, the judicial system and
politics. Lyotard (1984) argues against these macro theories (Newtonian, Hegelian,
Marxian, Weberian) in favour of a plurality of language games, of localised
knowledge or "little narratives".

The "grand narratives" according to Foucault (!972) are a form of social power
because the use of a particular language and its associated ideas creates social
outcomes which go beyond simply describing the world. Derrida (1978) claims that
language is an unstable medium which cannot carry truth or meaning directly. He
drew attention to the ways in which Western philosophy has constructed hierarchies of
meaning which are then socially institutionalised such as black/white, male/female,
science/art. The task of decom,.~·uction is to show that texts need to be considered in
relation to other texts and the context, time and space in which they were written.
Derrida argues that socia] institutions maintain their power by the use of certain
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narratives to the exclusion of others.

Postmodern society is also characterised by a new sociaJ space in which the media and
infonnation technology have reconstituted citizens into a new global awareness
(Lyotard 1984; Baudrillard 1981; Hinkson 1991 ). The forms of communication this
world now supports such as the computer, the satellite, video clips and the fax has
meant cultural lifestyle has become more diverse. The mass media through its medium
of image, particularly in ad vcrtising, also plays a role in creating images which the
individual perceives and internalises (Hinkson 1991).

Since the colonisation of Australia Aboriginal people have been excluded from the
mainstream culture. Various government policies have attempted to destroy
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Aboriginal culture and language by genocide, segregation and assimilation. Even
though the present government policy is one of cultural pluralism Aboriginal people
still remain at the bottom of most social indicators, are stereotyped and subject to
racism to a large extent in their lives. Their own culture, language and past
experiences are mostly unrecognised by the dominant culture.

Schools play a major role in determining the "reality" of its students because it is
responsible for their knowledge and skills. In a postmodern era with the discourses of
the mass media and technology impacting on society, the

sign~imageries

of school

knowledge have no relation to reality. School knowledge has been socially
constructed at the levels of text construction, classroom distribution and evaluation.
The curricular design and teacher intent may have little to do with what the student
actually learns from the teaching event. Particularly when the student is from a
different cultural background to the teacher and does not possess the same cultural
signs, images and percepdons. Schools appear to be operating from a modernist
perspective in the way that the "grand narratives" from the past arc maintained. The
current discourses remain Euroccntric and serve to maintain the social order. It is
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argued that for schooling to become truly mulliculturul then the frameworks from the
past era need to be transposed to contemporary local and global conditions. The
narratives from the past are no longer relevant in the formulation of inquiry or
solutions. These past narratives have no correspondence to the domain of the outside
world and sen·c to maintain a modernist perspective.

Australian Aboriginal children continue to be disadvantaged with regard to academic
achievement and school retention. In the past the reasons given were from a deficit
point of view. That is the minority group's poor perfonnance was explained by either

lack of innate ability, inappropriate cognitive or leaming styles or poor academic
motivation rather than looking at the inadequacies of the schooling system itself which
fails to take into account the particular needs and strengths of minority group children.
In a postmodem world it is no longer acceptable to impose one culture's "grand
narratives" on to another. By making the "little narratives" known to the dominant
group and deconstructing the "grand narratives" from lhe past there is a chance that the
inequities of minority groups can be addressed. For this reason the present study will
interview Aboriginal parents about their perceptions of schooling for their children.
By examining the situation from their perspective it will be possible to see what factors
they feel are impeding their child's progress at school. Their experiences at school
will also be compared to see what effect this has had on their lives and to see how
much progress schools have made in the last twenty years. As racism is a "reality" for
most Aboriginal people this study will also look at how Aboriginal parents define and
describe racism and how they prepare their children to deal with it.
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METHOD

Participants
For the purpose of this study seven Aboriginal parents with children attending urban
primary schools were interviewed. The panicipants were chosen by making personal
contact with them either through an AEW at an urban primary school or through
personal contacts of the inquirer. As the focus of attention is on the particular group
chosen and not the whole population there is no need to ensure the group is
representative of the population.

Data Collection
Data was collected by conducting personal interviews with the seven Aboriginal
parents. The participants were interviewed for approximately one hour and their
responses recorded on tape. These sessions were conducted mostly singly, except for

a brother and sister who were interviewed together. Rapport and trust between the
interviewer and the respondent needed to be developed as a lot of what the
respondents related was personal and related to issues which were sensitive. For this
reason the interviews were carried out in an environment which was as nonthreatening as possible to the

respondent~

such as in their homes or workplaces.

A basic set of questions was asked of respondents. These are listed in appendix 1.
These questions were derived from the literature review which indicated the need for
further research on Aboriginal parents perceptions of schooling for their children. The
form of interviewing was open ended questions which were in response to the issues
raised by the respondent. Responses to these questions were analysed and subsequent
interviews were conducted to clarify any points raised by the respondent.

Instruments
The instruments used in this research were tape recorded interview sessions. The
interviews were transcribed and the transcripts returned to participants who were
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asked to confir,n the results of the interviews.

Ethical Considerations
All respondents were truthfully informed by letter about the research and their written
consent obtained before collecting data. To protect their privacy all respondents'
identities arc concealed and they are referred to throughout the study by pseudonyms.

During data collection respondents were in fanned when a session was being recorded
and they were given the right to cease recording at any time. All participants allowed
the interviews to be used with only minor corrections.

It is the ethical responsibility of researchers to ensure that minority groups are not

categorised, that negative stereotypes are not reinforced and their humanity devalued
as a result of the research. The use of interviewing as a technique \vas aimed to treat
the respondents as individuals rather than objects or numbers. Tills was done by
carefully analysing the situation and reporting as through the eyes of the respondent
with "verbatim" transcripts of related incidents to depict a point. By representing the
Aboriginal respondents as visible and vocal they were empowered to relate their
version of events rather than the construction of knowledge being dependent on the
researchers point of view.

Analysis
The first step in data analysis was to define the case and its characteristics. In this
instance the case was the group of Aborigina! respondents and they were described in
the following contexts;
I. the nature of the case

2. their historical background
3. the physical setting
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4. other contextual factors pertaining

to

the case such as economic situation and

educational qualifications. This information enabled the inq~drcr to examine the
complexities of the case and relate it to a postmodem perspective.

The coding and linking of the data were analysed with a qualitative data anaJysis
software package entitled NUDIST which stands for Non-numerical Unstructured
Data Indexing Searching and Theorising. It is a computer package designed to handle
text-based data in qualitative analysis by supporting processes of indexing, searching
and theorising. This data base enables the inquirer to manage, describe and explore
complex unstructured data whilst also developing new ideas and theories. In this case
the raw data were introduced into NUDIST and the inquirer then created an index
database. The categories for this data base were coded according to the responses to
the questions and fell under seven main headings;

I. Base Data
2. Parents' Experiences at School
3. Interactions
4. Explanations of Racism

5. Consequences of Interactions
6. Preparations
7. Definitions of Racism

These main categories were used to code all the concepts which were raised in each of
the interviews. A flexible tree-structured index system of categories and
subcategories was thus created by relating data documents to index references which
were linked and order~d. As the documents were studied and explored ideas emerged.
Notes and memos were made about these developing ideas and theories. This method
allowed the inquirer to develop theories by examining how these categories and
subcategories are linked and examining whether there were any theoretical patterns
emerging.
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As the study involved small, detailed accounts of a few cases the main analysis was of
text indexed at a particular node. The results of these searches were examined and any
relevant data was stored as a report. These reports showed the percentage of parents
who gave similar responses and how these responses were linked to other nodes.
This information enabled the inquirer to identify the types of responses and establish
whether there was a common thread of experience between the respondents. These
responses were then analysed and discussed in the following section.
'i ·:.

---- .
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FINDINGS

A Brief Description of the Participants
(All personal names and school5 mentioned in this thesis arc fictitious)
The following section will briefly describe some of the parents experiences they had
when they were at school. These experiences will give the reader an insight into what
conditions were like for Aboriginal people in the past and how these conditions have
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influenced their perceptions of what school is like for their children now.
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Theresa Wilson
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Theresa is the youngest daughter of a family of eight children who Jived in the country

.

r

north of Perth. Theresa WL. .. taken away from her parents by Native Welfare in the
1970s because they said her parents were too poor to look after the children. Her
parents became alcoholics because Theresa said that was the only way they could cope
with the hopelessness of their situation. She was raised in a Catholic Mission in W A
She said that there was a lot of racism between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
children at the primary school and she still feels emotionally scarred by the abuse she
suffered at the time. She attended a country high school in which she was the only
Aboriginal student. During her time at school she was rarely allowed to see her parents
and they both died before she could be fully reunited with them. Theresa left school at
the age of fifteen.

Theresa now works full-time as an AEW at an urban primary school which has an
Aboriginal student population of approximately 14.3% of the total student population.
She is the mother of three children. John, 14 years; Clare, 12 years and Mary !0
years. The two younger children attend the same primary school at which Theresa
works.

Theresa was interviewed at school
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Linda McDonald

Linda was born on a mission in the Eastern

State~

in 1958 and grew up with her

parents on a reserve. Her parents \verc moved from their tribal areas to the reserve

;>
where they lost their Aboriginal names and were not allowed to speak their language.
If they were caught speaking their dialect they would be flogged. She describes her
time at school as awful and full of fear of the Native Welfare Department. She went to
school only because if she didn't "the Welfare" would come and take her away to a
home in the city which they had already done to her sister for missing a fc.w days of
school. She said that while she was at school she was very quiet and often the
teachers made her feel inhuman because she was often dirty, had no shoes and was
always being called names. She said they were poor because there was no Social

f

Security and they survived by catching kangaroos, emus and rabbits. Often they were
starving and had scabies and sores. Despite this treatment Linda did well at school
and was always the top of the class. She attended school until the age of fourteen.
She said she left because of the attitude of the principal who wrongly accused her of
laughing at him and told her to leave school.

Linda now works full-time as an AEW at an urban primary school which has an
Aboriginal student population of approximately 10% of the total student population.
She is the mother of three children. Donald aged 16, Alison 14 years and Simon 8
years. The younger son attends the same school that Linda works at.

Linda was interviewed at school

Walter Jones
Walter grew up in a country district of Western Australia. He attended the local high
school until the age of !5. He said there was a large Aboriginal student population at
the high school and there was always friction between the Aboriginal and the nonAboriginal students. He said the teacher's attitude towards Aboriginal students was
really bad at that time. They thought all Aboriginal students were low achievers and
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put him into remedial and basic classes with all the other Aboriginal students without
formally assessing them or allowing them to try the higher grades. He said there were

always big fights at lunch time between the Aboriginal am! non-Aboriginal students
and the teachers lacked any power or authority to break them up. Walter said he
would get tl1e cane or detention almost every day for speaking up and defending
himself if he felt he was being picked on for being Aboriginal He went to college in
Perth at a later date where he completed his TEE. He is now in his third year of study

to be a teacher which he is completing part-time as well as worldng part-time.

He is the father of five children. Fred aged 17, Frank aged 14 , John aged 12, Tim
aged 10 and Kate 6. The 10 year old boy attends a special school for the learning
impaired. The 6 and I 0 year old attend a local primary school which has an
Aboriginal population of approximately 0.9% of the total student population.

\Valter was interviewed at university.

Lisa Martin
Lisa grew up in a country town in Western Australia. She Jived with her family until
the age of 14 when she elected to go and live with a non-Aboriginal family in order to
have a more stable environment to complete her schooling. During this time she kept
in contact with her own family. Lisa said that she mixed well with all children at
school and in one town she was friends with the policeman's daughter. She would go
and visit her dad in the lock~up when she went to visit her friend and the girl would
reassure her that they were feeding her dad well. She finished school at the age of
fifteen and went on to complete an apprenticeship in hair-dressing. She felt that she
could have done better at school and even though she got really good school reports
she was streamlined into a commercial class and was not given the encouragement or
opportunity to go on to year twelve and higher education.

Lisa is now an ALO for an area in Perth which is a low socio-economic area and has a
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large proportion of Aboriginal families. She is the mother of four children. Elizabeth
aged 16, Marie aged 15, Cherie aged 12 and Della aged 4. The 12 year old attends an
urban primary school which has an Aboriginal population of approximately 1 J% of
the total student population.

Usa was interviewed in her office.

Gabrielle Smith
Gabrielle grew up on a reserve in the South West of Western Australia. Her mother
died when she was seven and she was brought up mainly by her older sister as her
father was away shearing most of the time. She said it was always the Nyoongar
students who got the cane and she used to get the cane every day for coming back late
to school from lunch. She said she was late because they were too poor to bring or
buy their lunch at school and had to race home to the reserve for lunch which was
about fifteen minutes run away. She felt that the teachers did not show her any
compassion when her mother died. She was left out of the school plays because she
was unable to make the costumes. When she went to visit

non~ Aboriginal

friends

after sr.hool she was not allowed in their home but had to play outside. She was not
allowed to bring people back to the reserve and she often had to steal thing.>like socks
and shoes because they were so poor. She said that she could never sleep over at her
friend's house because she did not own pyjamas or a toothbrush.

Gabrielle left school at the age of fourteen because she hated the attitude of the
teachers. She said they never spent time to teach her at her level of understanding and
often threw things at her in class and called her a dunce in front of the other children in
the class. Native Welfare found her domestic work on a farm in another town.
Gabrielle said her experiences on the fann were terrible. She was not allowed to sleep
inside the house but had to sleep on the verandah with the fann dogs. The family
never spoke kindly to her and she was not allowed to eat with them. She worked on
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the farm for about one year before quitting and returning to her family.

She says that she felt she could have done much bcuer at school if she was encouraged
more by the teacher and wished she could have bettered her life.

Gabrielle now Jives in Perth. She has three adult daughters aged 28, 27 and 26. Her
youngest daughter was taken by the Native Welfare as a baby and raised by a
European family even though she begged them not to take her. Gabrielle also has a
foster daughter, Debra aged 10 who she has looked after for the past eight years.

Debra attends an urban primary school which has an Aboriginal population of
approximately 1.5% of the total student population.

Gabrielle was interviewed in her home.

Mary Pound

Mary was born in a country area in the north of Western Australia and then moved to
the south west where she did most of her schooling. She finished school at the age of

fifteen. Mary said that while she was at school she often got a hiding for not being
able to do her school work. She said that she had some non-Aboriginal friends but

they sometimes would turn and call her names. She said that her moth~r always
encouraged her to be friendly to everyone regardless of their colour out not all children

felt the same way towards her. She now works one day a week at the local primary

school as an AEW as well as selling her paintings at a local tourist centre. She Jives in
a small country town about an hour from Perth.

Mary is the mother of four children. Richard aged 10, Catherine aged 9, John aged 7
and James aged 5. The three eldest attend primary school which has an Aboriginal
population of approximately 4%.

52
Mary wa'i interviewed in her home with her brother Tony.

Tony

Master

Tony was born in the north of Western Australia and Jived most of his life in northern
country towns before attending college in Perth at the age of fifteen. Tony said that
when he was at school he often got a hiding from principals and teachers even for

minor things like not having his collar turned down. He mixed with Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal students but said that the non-Aboriginal students also sometimes were
enemies.

Tony has worked as an AEW and an ALOin Perth for the past three years and is the
father of twins who attend a pre-primary school in Perth.

Tony is currently unemployed and lives in the same town near his sister.

These parents all share similar experiences despite corning from different areas across
Australia. Their school years were spent in poverty, they" suffered racial abuse both at
an individual and an institutional level and all left school at an early age. All the
parents have now gone on to further education and are attempting to improve their
situation for themselves and their children. They are remarkably tolerant of a system
which has been prejudiced and all state that they teach their children to be tolerant to all
people regardless of their race. The fact that these parents agreed to be interviewed
indicates that they are attempting to reconcile the past injustices and improve the
tolerance and understanding between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.

Many of these parents have worked in the schooling system and so are more familiar
with dealing with non-Aboriginal people than the majority of Aboriginal people. From
the past experiences related to me by these parents it is little wonder that the majority
of Aboriginal parents feel mistrustful of the present schooling system and resist
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becoming actively involved.

The next section will examine the extent of racism against primary school aged
children as perceived by their parents. These results need to be considered in the light
of their own experiences and perceptions of schooling compared to their children.
\Vhere relevant these will be compared and discussed.

The Extent of Racism against Primary School Aged Aboriginal Children

as perceived by their Parents
To find out the extent and type of racist incidents Aboriginal children experienced,
their parents were asked how their children got on with other children and teachers at
school. They were also asked to relate any specific incidents they could recall and

these responses were coded as either positive or negative interactions. The number of
negative interactions that parents could recall far outweighed the number of positive
interactions. This may be due to the fact that the negative incidents are more easily
recalled than positive ones. It is not in the scope of this study to quantify the
interactions however the fact that all parents could easily recall negative incidents
indicates that Aboriginal children are still subject to racism in their Jives on a regular
basis.

Negative bzteractious
Negative interactions were classified as the types of interactions Aboriginal children
experienced which were unpleasant to them. These interactions occurred between
Aboriginal children and other children at school, teachers, principals and the parents of

non-Aboriginal children. Negative interactions which Aboriginal children experienced
with other children included name calling, teasing, bullying and fighting. Negative

interactions with teachers were classified as those in which the child v:as picked on in
the classroom, punished or blamed incorrectly for perceived wrong-doings, not
allowed to express their version of events or in which the child was not believed by
teachers and/or principals. These interactions will be described and discussed in the
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following passages to illustrate the extent of racism which primary school aged
Aboriginal children experience as perceived by their parents.

Negativt' Interactions between Aboriginal arul non-Aboriginal Children
All of the parents interviewed could recall racist incidents between their children and
other children both at school and after school. The types of racist incidents included
name calling, bullying, stereotyping and fighting.

Name calling appeared to be a common occurrence towards Aboriginal children.
Every family had at least one child who had be.en called names such as, "boong",
"coon" or "nigger". This occurred at both primary school and high school.

Aboriginal children tended to react to name calling in two ways. They would either
ignore it or they would fight. Linda explained how Aboriginal children feel when they
are called names,
Look those kids (Aboriginal) will probably get kicked, swear at them, anything
else but as soon as they start saying 'boongs', 'coons'. The two worse things
you can call an Aboriginal person are those two words.

Th~se

kids will just fly

off the handle.

Walter believes that racial incidents are rare in the early years of schooling but as the
child gets to year four or five the name calling and bullying become more overt . As
Walter says,
The thing is that as the years go on at school they (Aboriginal children) become
more defensive to the point where they react and respond to the point of physical
contact, a smack in the mouth and that sort of thing.

Aboriginal children are brought up to be self-reliant (Malin 1990) They are expected
to be assertive and defend what they perceive to be their rights. They are not
encouraged to run to adults to resolve their arguments and they are expected to be
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emotionally resilient and physically tough. In each of the cases mentioned in the
following paragraphs the children appear to be reacting to the racist taunts in the way
that they have been brought up. They deal with the situation without consulting adults
and their parents expect them to do this us is indicated by their responses. When
Aboriginal children arc at school they lind themselves in conflict between two
cultures. Teachers expect all children to obey the school rules in such matters as
fighting and swearing and do not allow students to solve disputes themselves. If an
Aboriginal child is teased he or she is expected to inform a teacher who will then deal
with the

situ~.rjon.

This is in direct contrast to how they are taught to deal with the

situation at home and may be why fighting between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
children is so common.

The following paragraphs describe further incidents of name calling and fighting and
also describes how most Aboriginal parents feel that racism in non-Aboriginal
children comes from the attitude of their parents.

According to Aboriginal parents, some non-Aboriginal children hold prejudiced views
of Aboriginal children and they state these views in the classroom. Walter's account of
such occurrences is typical of the views of Aboriginal parents:
They were sitting in the classroom and they came to Social Studies, "Living in a
Harsh Environment". They were looking at Aboriginal people and how they
survived and all that. Kevin put up his hand and said, "they should have shot
em". And so my son said, "Why's that?" Kevin replied, "They cause a lot of
trouble, they steal cars, they wreck houses". My son replied, "Not everyone is
like that. I don't steal cars, I don't wreck houses. Kevin replied, "Yeah, it will
only be a matter of time, won't it?" I think Kevin got real personal and my son
went up and smacked him in the chops.
After this episode Kevin, and Walter's son John, met the following weekend on the
football field. The feelings of animosity between them continued particularly as they
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were playing against each other. Whenever John tried to kick goals Kevin taunted him
with names such ns, "nigger", "black boy", and "you smell". John eventually got sick
of this and ended up hitting him. Kevin's father and Waller went out on the field to
sort out the situation. Kevin's father began to tell John off for hitting his son before
finding out why he did it. When John tried to explain what happened Kevin's father

would not listen and continued to support his son. It was not only the non-Aboriginal
parents who supported Kevin but also the umpire who said that if it happens again
John will be sent off. Walter said he felt really upset and angry because they would

not listen to their side of the story.

This is similar to many of the incidents at school between Aboriginal and nonAboriginal children which the parents have talked about. While the teachers are
prepared to consider the non-Aboriginal childrens' version of events, the version of
the Aboriginal children and their parents are not considered or believed. This is a
racist assumption that Aboriginal people cannot be trusted or believed.

For example, Theresa's son was involved in an incident in which he was sworn at and
teased after schooL While he dido 't fight, his friend who was more aggressive did.
The outcome was that the Aboriginal boys were suspended for fighting while the boy

who instigated the affair by name calling did not received no punishment.

/

Mary, Walter and Lisa all felt the racist attitudes of some children came from the
attitude of the parents. Walter directly observed the attitude of the father towards his
son on the football field and he said" from the attitude of the father that was definitely

where it all came from", referring to Kevin's racist Comments. Lisa also stated that
one of the reasons for all the name-calling between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal

children came from the parents. As she states,
It's the perception that kids come with you know from home and I think
sometimes parents don't feed their kids good messages about not just Aboriginal
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people but people of the world you know.

Gabrielle believes that older people are more racist that the younger generations. She
said that her older relatives do not like non~ Aboriginal people visiting their homes.
Gabrielle tells them,

·~we

can't hold it against them, that wasn't them you know it wa<;

their fathers and gmndfathers who did that". Gabrielle was referring to the racist
experiences she had as a girl on the reserve in the country. The policy of segregation
and the forced removal of lighter skinned Aboriginal people directly affected her as she
had one of her children removed and placed in a foster home. She said that when she
was younger she was very prejudiced against non~Aboriginal people but since her
daughters have married into non~ Aboriginal families she has welcomed them into her

\

home and her attitude has changed.

Individuals are

soci~'.11 •.

integrated by a complex, multi~layered system between the

individual, their significant others and key institutions. The images and discourses
that individuals interact with create their perception of reality. Aboriginal parents feel
that non-Aboriginal children are influenced by their parents. The parents' altitudes
would be influenced by their own experiences in the past. The past was dominated
by a modernist perspective in which Aboriginal people were marginalised, oppressed
and discriminated agahist. The texts, images and discourses available at the time
excluded Aboriginal people and created a negative stereotype which still exists today
(Muecke 1992).

Negative Interactions between Teachers and Aboriginal Children
All of the parents could recall negative incidents which their child had experienced
with teachers at schooL Many more negative incidents than positive incidents were
ideutified. This may be because negative incidents are more likely to be remembered
than normal classroom behaviour and as a result cannot be used as in indication of the
general classroom environment for Aboriginal children.
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The parents felt that teachers with a nl!gativc attitude were impeding their children's
academic progress and attitude towards school. The types of negative intcrdctions
they experienced included: Teachers having a low expectation of their child's ability,
teachers not considering their child's background or culture, children being wrongly
accused for misbehaviour, teachers disbelieving a child's version of an event and
teachers punishing their children more severely than non-Aboriginal children.

Low expectation of a child's ability.
Two of the parents interviewed commented that some teachers had low expectations
for their children and this was reflected in their marks. Walter placed his son's
academic performance as mid-bottom in the classroom but feels he is capable of better.
He stated, "Maybe the thing that worries me in John's case is the eJi.pectation that his
classroom teacher seems to set for him. There is no expectation that he can do the
work or anything like that''. Walter stated that the teacher didn't develop his son's
potential or his abilities. He felt that his son was capable of getting higher marks if he
was encouraged. As Walter explained,
In one little session he suddenly got really studious and came back with some
excellent marks, like his maths was nine out of ten and ills spelling was ten out
of ten, comprehension was seven out of ten and he jumped up two or three
points. So maybe there's an expectation there of the teacher. They're just
prepared to accept what he does rather than what he can do. They won't develop
his abilities or potential.

Lisa also reported that teachers tend to have low expectations of Aboriginal children's
ability. At the high school which Lisa's eldest daughter attends there were fifteen
Aboriginal students doing post-compulsory schooling. Lisa's daughter was the only
one in the group who was taking TEE subjects. Lisa said,
At the careers information night they were mainly giving infonnation aut about
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Tech (TAFE) and not so much about going on to year eleven. They were making
it look easier to go to Tech and I thought, No this is not right.

Tertiary Entrance Examination (TEE) is the exam which students take at the end of
year 12 to gain admission to tertiary institutions. Technical and Further Education
(TAFE) Colleges do not require students to sit the TEE exam. In this situation Lisa
was concerned that the careers information people were assuming that Aboriginal
students did not have the ability or interest to go on to tertiary studies. As a result of
this guidance, students \\'ere choosing T AFE without realising the full range of
choices and possibilities open to them. It is only the fact that Lisa is an Aboriginal
Liaison Officer {ALO) with a good understanding of the school system that she was
able to advise her daughter to go on to year 11. Aboriginal children whose parents are
ignorant of the system rely on careers infonnation nights to make their choices and this
is indicated by the rate of students who did choose TAFE over the TEE.

The Aboriginal parents intervie;,ved for this study attended school in the 1950s to the
1970s where there was the common belief that Aboriginal students failed at school
because of their lower I.Q., impoverished home life and poor parenting skills rather
than because of inadequacies of the education system, the prejudice they faced at
school or the active resistance by Aboriginal people to the cultural destruction implicit
in many educational programmes. All the parents could relate negative experiences of
their schooling, particularly how they were treated by the teachers. They all felt that
they could have done better at school but were not given the chance to prove
themselves. Six of the parents claimed that they were regularly punished by caning
and detention and that school life was so bad that they left at the first opportunity.

Teacher's Lack of Understanding of the Aboriginal Child's Home Life.

Four out of the seven parents interviewtd claimed that teachers did not understand the
culture and home life of their children. Aboriginal child-rearing practices and culture
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are markedly different to non-Aboriginal children (Kearins, 1984; Malin, 1990) and
the parents felt the teachers were unaware of this. Lisa and Linda both quoted teachers
as saying, "I've got 25 other students in this class I can't waste my time with one
child", and, "I treat all the children in my class the same". This attitude creates
problems for ethnic minority students in cross-cultural classrooms where the children
come to school with differing expectations, values and skills from the teacher and the
mainstream population (Malin 1990).
Lisa describes this cultural conflict that Aboriginal children experience from home to
school in the following passage,
Teachers do tend to came from you know better homes, middle class families,
more advantages and don't really understand how difficult it is for many
Aboriginal students. I know myself that the transition that the Aboriginal kids go
through daily when they leave home and arrive at school is really huge. Because
they come from a very unstructured environment most of them, where things are
not done to time, or any pattern, there is not ail that law and order in their home
that there is at school. So what the teachers expect to be happening on the home
front is not there ... most of the homes that these kids come

from are lucky to

have a lounge chair and a bed to sleep in and a table and chair, let alone a
pin-up board to put up messages and mummy going through their bags when they
get home to find their teacher's notes for them or providing them with signed
excursion notes and pennission slips. You look at a lot of the kids that are just
year seven who have six or seven siblings under them and they are practically
totally responsible for helping to look after those siblings and they come to school
with the world on their shoulders. Not just helping to take care of the kids but if
parents are drinking and on drugs or whatever they even take the responsibility of
getting mum's key card and getting the money first to feed the family before it's
all spent. They carry a huge burden and they come to school and the teacher
looks at them the wrong way or says anything a bit sharp and they_just go off the
deep end. They either act out or get in trouble and get time-out or suspension or
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they just become introverted and again the teachers will say, "What is wrong
with the child?"

This belief concurs with that of Kearins,(l984); Harris, (1987 ); and Malin, ( 1990)

who have examined the differences in child-rearing practices and learning styles

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children. Non-Aboriginal children have
decisions made for them by adults and arc trained to obey adults and heed verbal
instructions. Aboriginal families expect their children to make their own decisions and
do not require obedience or attendance to verbal instructions by adults. When
Aboriginal students first atrend schools in they are a small minority they find that their
language, skills and experiences differ. Also they may be regarded as disobedient or
ignorant by the teacher. Their own skills go unrecognised and so are the conflicts they
experience with the school system.
Linda agr(:ed with these comments when she stated,
They've (the teachers ) got to understand Aboriginals, we are completely different
to them we are not the same as them. They don't understand what it is to go
without a feed, or not to have shoes and socks and to be walking to school with
just a little dress on freezing, they wouldn't understand what that's about. And
yet they can still say well if these kids (the non-Aboriginal children) can do it (the
school work) so can they. Some of the kids have big problems in the home,
drinking problems. The family all come round and stay for about a week to a
month and in between then the family are socialising and things like that and that
kid probably doesn't get no sleep and so that kid's coming to school sick and
tired and everything and they are screaming at him when they come to school.

Linda said she often felt angry that the teachers and principals don't take into account
the home life of the Aboriginal children. One child was well behaved lasl year but this
year has become really disruptive. This boy has an Aboriginal mother and a nonAboriginal father who have separated. As Linda describes.

-,,: .--
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When he's living with the white dad he's putting the Aboriginal part of it down
and the kids not proud of that. One thing these kids arc proud of is their
Aboriginality. I know there's problems because he was a good kid last year and

he came back really angry. I tried to explain to the principal and his teacher
this sort of thing and she said, "Oh look Linda I don't really care what it is".

You know that kind of attitude and I get really cross.

Linda is an AEW at the school and she said that often the children will confide in her

about things from home that they wouldn't confide to teachers because they don't trust
them. She finds it annoying however that the teachers don't bother to take the time to

ask her about any of the children who are misbehaving to find out the reasons behind
their actions.

In the Aboriginal child's home life there is not such a sharp distinction between adult
and child as there is in Anglo homes (Malin 1990) . Aboriginal children are treated as

adults from an early age and are expected to act in an adult manner. This socia1
maturity can often get them into trouble when they act like this in the classroom and do
not defer to the teacher. Gabrielle, Linda and Lisa all described interactions their
daughters have had with teachers when they have spoken up to defend themselves.

Gabrielle's daughter, Debra, has been brought up in the Nyoongar way in which the
eldest has to look after the younger children. Because of this responsibility the older

children become much more self-reliant and autonomous than most non-Aboriginal
children (Malin 1990). These traits which are encouraged at home often lead the
Aboriginal child into trouble at school where these qualities are not encouraged. In the
classroom situation, Debra used to jump out of her chairto help other children if they
needed it and wanted to have her say in any dispute. Gabrielle said that Debra's
previous teacher was constantly reprimanding her and calling her up to the school to
speak to the teacher about her behaviour. Gabrielle felt the teacher did not understand
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her daughter and misread her actions as defiance rather than autonomy. Since then
Debra has had a teacher who is more understanding of Aboriginal culture and Debra's
marks have improved to the extent that she is now above avemge in all areas and she
has begun to really enjoy school.

Lisa's daughter has had many altercations with teachers and she and her husband have
been called up to the school many times to talk to the teacher. Lisa described one case
as foilows,

It happened last year where she felt that she wasn't the one doing wrong in the
room. The teacher had sort of picked on her a bit and she wanted to stand up for
herself and plead her case but the teacher didn't let her and just reported her as
making a cheeky remark. We just had to say to her, "Look you know the
classroom teacher is the boss and the only way you are ever going to survive in
that class is to listen to what she says.

Linda's daughter also is very strong willed and stands up for her friends in the
classroom. One of her friends was a Vietnamese girl and she felt she was being
picked on by the teacher. The teacher had said to her friend, "Well if you want to do
things like that go back to your country and do it like that". Alison replied to the
teacher, "Why don't you go back to your country, l'm the only one from here".

When parents are questioned about their childrens behaviour in the classroom they will
often explain it as a part of their personality and not as an outright defiant action.
Gabrielle described Debra as a "fidgety little girl that has to have her say". Lisa
describes her daughter as strong willed and strong minded. Mary has a daughter in
year five and she often gets into trouble at school for aggressive behaviour. Mary
explained as follows,
Well they can't get their agro out at school and hit somebody. Last week
Catherine was in the classroom and she wasn't sort of taking any notice of what
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the teachers spoke to her about. .. but she got the chair and flung it off the desk.
This is her way of showing that she wanted to let a hit of agro out, so she took it

out on her chair and she ended up with a detention notice.

Mary had to explain to her daughter that when the teacher is in the front of the class
you need to respect her nnd listen to what she is saying.

Blame for misbehaviour and punish me /II.
The parents felt that when teachers dealt with issues such as misbehaviour in class and
fighting the Aboriginal child was often blamed without finding out the whole story

first. Also the non-Aboriginal children involved were not punished to the same degree
as the Aboriginal child. Four of the parents stated that the teachers would not listen to
their child's version of the events and they were punished for things that they had not
done.

Furthermore when the parents came to the school to talk with the teachers they were
often told their children were lying to them which made the parents feel frustrated and

powerless towards the school system. Theresa related three incidents which
happened to her son at school. She described her son as "very quiet, definitely not the
rowdy type" yet he was blamed and punished on each occasion for something he

didn't do. In the first account he was sent out of the class with a group of other boys
for giggling. When he stood up to walk outside the chair had stuck to his legs and it
fell to the floor. The teacher accused him of throwing the chair against the wall and

would not believe her son when he tried to explain himself.

On another occasion her son saw two older children throwing stones, chasing and
kicking some younger children in the playground. When her son went to help the
younger boys the older boys began throwing rocks at her son. Her son started to
retaliate when a teacher caught them. Theresa said that her son was the only
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Aboriginal child in

l~c

group and was blamed for causing all the trouble. He ended up

getting time out while the actual trouble makers weren't punished.

In the third incident, her son was walking home from school with an Aboriginal
friend. A non-Aboriginal boy on a bike started swearing ut them and calling them
names. Her son's friend started to fight but her son didn't get involved. The school
was in fanned about the incident and the result was that her son and his friend got
suspended for a week. The boy who instigated the whole affair was not punished at
all. When Theresa went to the school to talk to the principal she found she could not
get the principal to believe her son's version of the events. She stated,

My argument was that it was after school-time and basically he had no part in it.
The principal had the cheek to say that he was blocking the other entrance to the
alley way. And I said, "How could you say that you weren't even there?", and
he said, "Oh I think he's having a little go at us". And I said, "No, my son
doesn't lie to me, I've raised them properly. He knows not to lie to me because I
don't like that but I've never really instilled it in him, he wouldn't tell me because
he feared me, he would tell me he was lying, he tells the truth. He said to me,
"No mum, I was just standing there waiting because they had already got through
the alley-way." He was just waiting for his friend.

Walter related another incident when his child, who attended a special school, was
often blamed and suspended for things that often weren't his fault. Walter said,
I went to the school to sort it out and say it's not on. I had to tell the principal and
the classroom teachers about him and work out some solution because what was
happening was that all these things would happen and the end result was
suspension and we weren't aware of all the things that were happening except this
suspension. I said, ''We could have prevented it if we'd have been infonned" and
then I asked my son how he got suspended and half the reasons weren't his fault.
You know what your kids will do and what they won't do and some of the stuff
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You know what your kids will do and what they won't do and some of the stuff
didn't fit into his manner. He's a physical person, he'll gmb you round the arm
and hug you and that sort of stuff and they wefl'!. saying he was beating up in the
playground and stuff like that and it's not in his nature to do that. So these were
some of the things we had to work our.

Tony believes that some principals and teachers turn a blind eye to the fact that their
schools may have racial problems despite the fact that for many Aboriginal students
racism is a fact of their daily lives. When Tony was an ALO at North School, the
Aboriginal parents and AEW told him that this was a racist high school. Tony told
the principal that he needed to conduct a cross-cultural in-service as soon as possible.
The principals reaction was to say, ''I don't believe that there is a racist attitude within
this high school". Tony replied, "This is corning from the Aboriginal community back
to me through tho district office regarding this high school". The principal would only
say "No" and refuse to acknowledge that there were any problems.

Positive

Interactions

Positive interactions were classified as those interactions the Aboriginal child
experienced which were pleasant. These included friendships the child has made at
school with non-Aboriginal children as well as teachers and schools which were
supportive and understanding of their children.

Positive Interactions

between Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Children

All of the parents interviewed stated that their children mixed with children from all
cultures at school and there was very little segregation in the primary schools. This is
in contrast to the high schools where some of the parents were worried about the
gang-like warfare which was happening between the Asian and Aboriginal students.

All the parents that were interviewed said they encouraged their children to. mix with
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the Aboriginal children became friends because they get together regularly after school
at the homework centres. Walter believed that in the primary school racist behaviour
among children doesn't really begin until after year live. This view was supported by
the other parents. The parents who had children in the lower grades (from year one to
four), did not report problems with other children ut school.

Two of the respondents' children had made close friendships with Vietnamese
children in primary school and this carried over into high school. These friendships
transcended the gang behaviour of high school where there appears to be in-and out-

of-school fighting between the "Dragon Boys" and Aboriginal gangs. This is
illustrated by the following comments made by Theresa when her son, who is now at
high school, met a primary school Vietnamese friend at a local shopping mall.
They both walked into the shop and started playing games and talking and all

these Asian fell as were all just standing there just staring at them knocking about,
they were completely shocked you know. How dare he talk to him.

Linda also stated that the reason her children didn't fight with Vietnamese children was
because of the friendships they made in primary school. Linda explained this in the
following passage.
He's (her son) got Vietnamese kids that are friends and all his Aboriginal

friends are fighting with the Viewamese kids. The Vietnamese kids see my two
kids and they never, never fight them because they know my kids have always
been friends with the Vietnamese kids.

Although these children have maintained close friendships with Vietnamese children

they still use racist name calling in some situations. Linda said two of her children
attended a high school which had a lot of inter-group fighting between the Asian and
Aboriginal students. Although her children do not get involved in the fighting, when
they talked about the Asian gangs they IJSe racist names such as "chogey", and "slope

68
head". Linda described how she reacted when she heard her children talking in this
way,
When they do make a racial slur at home, me and my husband we just tell
them, No you don't say that here, and we say, How would you like it if we
said that about your best friend? Would you say that to him? The children
say, "Oh but he's nutlike them".

Linda said her children know that she definitely does not like them to talk like that at
home.

From a recent study of racist attitudes and practices among children in majority white
schools in Britain, Troyna and Hatcher ( 1992) have demonstrated that the relationship
between racist attitudes and racist behaviours is problematic. They concluded, "a
number of combinations of attitudes and behaviours is possible, ranging from children
who hold racist beliefs but do not express them in behaviour, to chHdren who hold
racially egalitarian beliefs but use racist name-calling in certain situations. }[ follows
that racist incidents have a variety of social meanings" (p.l98). As children are
socialised both at home and at school it appears that Linda's children are receiving
conflicting messages which they are trying to accommodate. If racist incidents are to
tackled effectively the racial categories which the children are using need to be replaced
with others which give children a more plausible explanation of the way things are.
They also need to understand how and why they have come to use these categories to
make meaning. There is a need in schools to change the curriculum so that it develops
in children an understanding of the social, political, and cultural functioning of racism

The foil owing incident demonstrates that even a token change in the curriculum can
lead to greater awareness and tolerance for other cultures. Tony reported that a class
of year eight students were discussing Aboriginal studies and what they wanted to
learn from it. One of the children in the class who had recently arrived from South
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Africa called out, "I believe that black people should be kept at the back". Although
there were no Aboriginal children in the cla.;;s, aJI the other children in the class, in
particular one Asian girl, knew this was wrong and defended the Aboriginal culture.
Tony said that the class became really angry about this attitude and the argument
proceeded for the entire lesson in defence of Aboriginal people.

Postmodernists such as Derrida (1978), Gilroy (1990) and J amcson (1984), would
argue that in this case the introduction of the discourses on Aboriginal culture has
changed the students' perceptions. The previous discourses available in the school
curriculum on Aboriginal people have mainly stereotyped them as a primitive nomadic
race with little culture or worth in today's society. When the old narratives were
challenged and deconstructed the students' perception of Aboriginality also changed.
School knowledge has a powerful impact on a child's sense of what is "real" and these
are construed differently across time. The colonial concept of Aboriginality is still
operating in many peoples' minds as is indicated by the perceptions of the boy from
South Africa. If schooling in Australia is to become truly multicultural then there is a
need to reexamine and question the curriculum, che texts and the knowledge they
impart to ensure that the old grand narratives ar('. deconstructed and correspond more
closely to what is "real" in the outside world of the school. This means that the
experiences and perceptions of students from all cultures are represented. Until this is
achieved it can be argued that the modernist perspective is still a strong feature of
schooling in Australia.

Positive

Interactions between Teachers and Aboriginal Children

Ali of the pcuents interviewed had experienced a teacher who had a positive attitude

towards their children. A positive attitude on the part of the teacher was often quoted
as a reason for their child's success at schooL In contrast with other teachers, these
teachers had an understanding and interest in Aboriginal culture and language. This
included incorporating Aboriginal studies in the curriculum, taking an active part in
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the after school homework centres, showing interest in the students as individuals and

making personal contact with the parents on a regular basis. High expectations of
academic pcrfonnance combined with positive reinforcement by the teacher was also a
reason quoted for their children succeeding at school. These teachers were found to
be atypical of the usual class room wac her.

A knowledge of Aboriginal cu/lllre.

Linda spoke about one of the teachers, Miss Brown, at her school who takes a real
interest in Aboriginal culture and the effect this has on the AboriginaJ children at the
school. She says,
All the Aboriginal kids in the school they just absolutely respect her. She's got
Aboriginal art in the classroom, she's had Aboriginal guest speakers in thjs
school and at the homework centre she's even using Aboriginal for teaching the
kids some of the language.

Linda claimed that Miss Brown regularly experienced opposition from other teachers
in the school about the interest she takes in the Aboriginal children. One Aboriginal
girl whom she taught two years ago in year four is still unable to read in year six.
Miss Brown has continued to teach her reading despite the fact she was not in her
class anymore. Linda heard comments from other teachers such as," that's the other
teacher's responsibility" and "I've got 34 other children in my class I can't waste my
time with one child". Miss Brown claimed she was just trying to make the other
teacher aware of the problems of one of her students. Linda said that through the
efforts of Miss Brown the girl has now begun to read and also the attitude of the class
teacher has changed to the extent that she is now saying, "that's wonderful what you
are doing".

Gabrielle has also noticed a marked difference in her daughter's performance at school
since she has had an understanding teacher. In previous years Debra's marks were
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since she has had an understanding teacher. In previous years Debra's marks were
loW and she was constantly reprimanded in the classroom. Gabrielle was often called

up 10 the school in response to Debra's misbehaviour. Debra disliked school and was
often absent. Miss Green, her present teacher is involved with the homework centre
:md also teaches Aboriginal studies. Since having Miss Green for the last two years
Debra's marks have improved to the extent that she is now above average in all areas,
she never misses school and is not misbehaving in the classroom. Gabrielle says,
I think it's a lot to do with the teacher up there. She takes a lot of time out for
Debra and she's good to me. She (Miss Green) says, Gabrielle when you want
to come up and look at Debra's work we'll go through it and that.

Gabrielle felt that when the teacher took a personal interest in the student and the
parent it had a positive effect on the students perfonnance in the classroom. Lisa also
believed this had an improved effect on her daughters performance who is now in year
seven. Last year her daughter had a lot of clashes with the teacher and she had to go
to the school many times. This year she is not having any problems with the teacher
and as Lisa explained it,
She would really try to understand where my daughter was coming from and
make herself available if she wanted to talk to her, not come down on her so
heavy when she couldn't handle a situation.

It is this genuine concern and interest in the student which the parents feel is very

important when teaching their children. It is not only cultural understanding and
personal interest which parents felt was important for their child's success. Teachers
who had high expectations of academic perfonnance combined with positive
reinforcement was also considered an important attribute. VIalter credited one of his
son's improved perfonnance at school on the higher expectations and reinforcement of
the teachers at the high school. As he says,
I think the teaching staff at Big High School they sort of encourage him and
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better". With comments like thut it makes a difference. He's gone home with
commendation slip~ every week for excellent work, handing work in on time,
coming prepared to each class, prepared to participate, stuff like that. I think all
those things encourage him and his attitude chunged from last year.

These parents' conuncnts reflect what current government reports and research have
discovered about some of the reasons behind Aboriginal students success or failure at
school. Research undertaken by Wunungmurra (1987) and Mcinerney (1989)

discovered that Aboriginal parents blamed poor teaching methods, insensitive teachers
and principals who did not understand Aboriginal culture and an inappropriate school
curriculum as reasons for absenteeism and difficulties with school work.

The Task Force on Aboriginal Social Justice (1994) and the W'.AECG (1987) also
have argued that the culturally alien environment, lack of culturally appropriate

programs and the prejudiced attitudes among some teaching staff towards Aboriginal
students was creating low academic aspirations in Aboriginal students. While this is
only a small study, the marked difference in perfornnance of the children who do have

positive teachers indicates that the attitude of thr! teacher is vitally important for
Aboriginal children's academic success.

Consequences of Interactions the Aboriginal Child Experienced with
Non-Aboriginal Children and Teachers

The following section describes and discusses the consequences of these interactions
for the Aboriginal child. The consequences were categonsed as: the type and extent of

school and parental involvement, the academic success or failure for the Aboriginal
child because of this involvement and the effect these incidents had on the child's selfidentity.
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School and Parent luvdvement in Incidents of Teasing and Bullying

This section examines how the school

~nd

the parent each dealt with the incidents of

teasing. bullying and fighting experienced by the Aboriginal child. The parents related
the conflict their children felt at school between obeying school rules and defending
their identity and honour w!Ien they were teased or bullied by other children. They
also described how the school dealt with the situation and the consequences these had
for their children.

All the parents advised their children to ignore racial comments. ar1d reminded them of
the consequences if they fight at school. Linda described to me how her daughter felt
when teased,

She has got a really bad temper and she said to me, "Mum, I'm sorry. If
anybody calls me that I'm going to hit them. And that is how she is you know.
Linda said that she has always taught her daughter to ignore these comments because
fighting will lead to suspension which affects her education. Recently Linda's
daughter was teased at school by another girl.
She knows we don't want her to fight this girl and she has been really strong and
she has walked away from a reallot of it. But if they ever catch her you know,
when you have a bad day, that's it.
Four of the seven parents interviewed said their child had been suspended or got
detention for fighting. Suspension means that these children are not only missing out
on school work they are also segregated socially from their peers and teachers. Often
the child who instigated the affair was not punished at all, as in the case of Theresa's
and Walter's children described on pages 52-53.

In these cases the principal was in a position of power and exercised this power over
the Aboriginal children and Theresa. Theresa had just come from the country at this
time and was unfamiliar with urban schools. As a result she felt in a vulnerable
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time and was unfamiliar with urban schools. As a result she felt in a vulnerable
position and wa-; unable to stand up for her rights. The discriminatory attitude of the
principal is serious because of the position of power that he represents. School is a
major social institution many of society's values are learnt. The Aboriginal child
would have learnt from this situation that being Aboriginal means that often you will
be significantly disadvantaged. If there is no chance of success in a system which
regularly oppresses and ignores you then there is no reason to try and succeed. In this
situation Theresa was so upset at the attitude of the principal that she transferred her
children to another school in the area.

All the children involved in the study were aware that it was against school rules to
fight but often they chose to ignore the rules and stand up for their own perceived
rights. Their parents advised them of the consequences of their actions but the
children are not compelled to comply with adult directives. Particularly as Walter
stated, "this is because as the years go on at school they become more and more
defensive till they reach the point where they react ar.1d respond by fighting". If
children perceive that the school is not intervening effectively on their behalf then the
child will act to obtain justice for themselves. Mary explained the situation to her
children in this way,
I teach my kids, well the best thing you can do is walk away because if you try
and punch them in the mouth at school you're the one who is going to end up
with detention not that other kid and its been happening here you know. I mean
every week or so I get a detention notice. From the point of view of the parents
they are teaching their children how to survive the school system by reminding
them of the consequences. They view the school as operating against them by
not supporting their children when they are teased and punishing them for acting
autonomously.

Mary described a situation in which her daughter had been picked on by a non-
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I went up to the office to talk about the situation so that the teachers know up
there. And they gave me an explanation, they said, "Well she is a problem child

at the school, she does that sort of thing.'' Mary replied,'' Yeah but if she is
going to keep doing that to my daughter, I will not encourage my kids to fight at

school but out of school is out of bounds. We've been taught that haven't we?

In this situation Mary wanted to make sure that the girl stopped picking on her
daughter. From her point of view, if the school was reluctant to intervene then she
could see no wrong in allowing her daughter to defend herself in her own way.
Because as she said, "This girl needs to learn a lesson".

Not all or'

if,O

children fought if they were teased or bullied, Some of the children

chose to ignore the. comments, while others felt hurt that their friends turned on them
and could not understand why they should be picked on, Gabrielle's foster daughter
Debra was recently teased at school by girls who used to be her friends, Gabrielle

explains the situation as follows,
She was mixing with them the other day, she was telling me this girl said to her,
"Why should I play with you, your black?" She said to me, "Mum I'm not
black am I?" I said, "No you're not, she's not worthy to be your friend if she
can call you that.

Debra is really conscious of the colour of her skin and hates anyone to say that she has

nice brown skin. Gabrielle blames these feelings on Debra's step-father who is part
Nyoongar but doesn't identify with the culture and always puts Aboriginal people
down. Gabrielle says she always tries to make her children and grandchildren feel
proud to be Nyoongar and says,
Look Debra, I'm a Nyoongar and I'm proud of it you know. I always tell her,

your colour is precious. You know it doesn't matter what they are, at least you
don't have to Jay on the beach to get brown and she gets happy then,
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Gabrielle's granddaughter who is the same age as Debra is proud of her Aboriginal
culture and reacts differently to Debra if she is ever teased. Gabrielle says,
She docsn' t care if they accept her or don't accept her and even when I go up to
the school she don't care, she just runs up and grabs me and kisses me".
It appears that it is very important for Aboriginal children to receive positive messages
about their Aboriginality from their home life in order to have a strong personal
identity and to have the strength to withstand the name calling and teasing at school. It
is also evident that even though Aboriginal parents encourage their children to be
autonom'->US they will intervene if the situation starts to get out of hand or if the child
asks them.

Consequences of Interactions with Teachers
Six of the seven parents related incidents where their child clashed with a teacher in the
classroom. These clashes mostly occurred when the student spoke up after they felt
that the teacher had treated them unfairly or the teacher felt they were transgressing a
class rule such as getting out of their seat or helping other children with their school
W\".rlr.

The teachers appeared to misinterpret this behaviour as an act of defiance and

responr! -.'d by reprimanding and reporting the child to the principal. These clashes
continued through the school year and the parents found they were constantly being
called up to the school to talk to the teacher. The parents response was to defend their
child as they were looking at the situation from their child's perspective and could
understand why they acted in this way. The following responses illustrate how the
parents tried to explain and defend their child's behaviour to the teacher or principal.

Linda explained her daughters clashes with her teacher to the principal in this way,
I explained that this is her character and something that we don't want to crush.
You need it for life. I mean sure she needs control and she needs love and to
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respect but it's going to hold her in good stead for life and she'll never be pushed
around.

When Mary was called up to the school to talk about why her daughter threw a chair in

class this is how she explained (he behuviour to the teacher,
They can't get their agro out ar school and hit somebody, so she got the chair and
!lung it off the desk. This is her way of showing that she wanted to let a bit of

agro out, so she took it out on her chair and then she ended up with a detention
notice."

Gabrielle's foster daughter had problems with a teacher when she was in year three
and Gabrielle had to speak to the teacher. She tried to explain her daughter's actions
to the teacher in this way,

Debra is a funny little girl, we in the Nyoongar way the biggest has to look after

the smallest and in the Nyoongar way they get a lot of responsibility on them. In
the classroom she wants to have her say and she can't understand it's the teachers
role. She's a fidgety little girl and she thinks she has to have h~r say and it's
different at school.

Despite this explanation Debra was still being picked on and the teacher started to
throw chalk at her. Gabrielle went to see the principal to complain. This is how

Gabrielle explains the outcome of the situation,
I went up there and I said Jwant to know what's going on with the teacher. He
said look I am sure you are misunderstanding things, he was blaming the kids."
Gabrielle said, "My heart was telling me one thing but I got so annoyed I walked
off."

Like Theresa, Gabrielle found that trying to interact with the principal was a frustrating
process. The principal was not prepared to take any action on her behalf and made the

1
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p:uents feel they were guilty and to blame. Because they realised that the system was
against them from the beginning they gave up without fully defending their rights.

What appeared to be happening in these situations was that the Aboriginal child and
the teacher clashed in terms of their values and communication style (Malin 1990).
These clashes lead to a lack of rapport which leads to a cycle of underachievement and
marginalisation for the Aboriginal child. The teacher finds it difficult to accept the
Aboriginal child if they transgress the unwritten boundary between teacher as
controller and student as passive learner. Chadbourne (1984) described the classroom
as a judgmental place where the teacher and peers were constantly evaluating the
behaviour and work of the other students. Chadbourne explained that an Aboriginal
child may not regard the consequences of these evaluations in the same light as their
non-Aboriginal peers. He claimed that despite the negative reinforcement Aboriginal
children may receive in the classroom they are still receiving positive messages from
home. The fact that all the parents supported their child's behaviour rather than the
teacher's judgement indicates that Aboriginal parents place their cultural values over
the values the classroom teacher holds.

When a child does not have either a supportive home life or a supportive school
system then it is likely that there will be little chance for school success. Linda related
an incident which clearly showed that some Aboriginal children were getting mixed
messages about their Aboriginality which made it very difficult for them to maintain a
strong self-identity. This child came from a family who had recently separated. The
mother was Aboriginal and the father non-Aboriginal. As Linda described it,
One thing these kids are proud of is their Aboriginality and the white father is
putting the Aboriginal part of it down and confusing him. I know there's
problems because last year he was a good kid and he came back really, really
angry. And I tried to explain to the principal and tried to tell the teacher this sort
of thing and she said, Oh look Linda, I don't care what it is.
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It is likely that this child was very confused about his identity and probably could sec
no reason to succeed in a system which showed little empathy or understanding for his

situation. There arc many urban Aboriginal children experience similar circumstances.
It is important that teachers arc aware of the problems that these children arc attempting
to cope with. As Christie ( 1986) states, "something must be done about the appalling

ignorance of so many white teachers nhout contemporary Aboriginal culture and
values".

Aboriginal Parents Explanations of Racism Between Aboriginal and
Non-Aboriginal People

The parents were asked what they thought were the reasons for the conflicts between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people today. Ignorance of Aboriginal culture, the
education system and prejudiced attitudes in the community were the main
explanations for the problems their children experienced at school and in the wider
community.

All parents claimed that non-Aboriginal people were ignorant of Aboriginal culture and
their past experiences. They felt that the non-Aboriginal population lacked

understanding of the experiences that Aboriginal people had in the past and how this is
still affecting them today. Theresa said that if non-Aboriginal people understood more
Aboriginal culture, issues and history then they'd deal with Aboriginal people on a

different level. Lisa felt that a lot of non-Aboriginal parents were feeding their
children bad messages about Aboriginal people which stems from their own ignorance
and perceptions. She felt that these attitudes have not changed a great deal from when
she was at schooL Walter explained this further when ht said that a lot of nonAboriginal people lacked knowledge of Aboriginal people and were not prepared to

admit their ignorance and because of this they act out of ignorance. He said that this
is because non-Aboriginal people don't understand what Aboriginal people see as

t
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important · In the following passage he described a scene in which a non~Aboriginal
friend of his son thought it was abnormal to have so many people in the house,
One of John's friends came over and we had a group of my people over, I think
about fourteen people in the house. Unheard of in Perth. Especially in our

neighbourhood but they're a noisy bunch and the kids are running around and I
could imagine some of the comments behind the doors and stuff. But he
couldn't understand why we had so many in the house. John said, "Oh that's
my uncles, my cousins." He said to John, "Well, where do you sleep, how do
you have a shower?". John said, "Just wait for your turn and when it's empty

you slip in and have a shower and get out." That was something that his friend,
even though he's John's friend he still couldn't understand it. That it was quite

nonnal tc: have a lot of people in the house.

When the parents were asked what was the cause of this ignorance six of the parents
blamed the education system, in particular the failure of the education system to
implement Aboriginal Studies comprehensively into the cuniculum. They all stated
that with the introduction of Aboriginal Studies there will be greater understanding and
tolerance and a big improvement in the attitude of non-Aboriginal people towards
them. Walter felt that education was the key to changing attitudes and it is important to
begin when children are young. Linda feels there is a resistance by the current
government in WA to implementing Aboriginal studies. She feels that they are
reluctant to introduce it because they don't want people to learn the tmth about the
past injustices and racist treatment Aboriginal people experienced. She feels they want
to maintain the current perceptions and are scared that with Aboriginal studies they will
lose power because of the information.

All of the parents felt that the racist policies from the past had created the barriers and

racist attitudes that exist between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people today. When
the parents were asked why there were problems between Aboriginal and non-

...
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Aboriginal people they thought it was because of Aboriginal people's past
cxpericnct::s. All the parents had experienced the effects of the assimilation and
segregation policies which were in existence in Australia. These experiences have had

u. profound effect on the Aboriginal people of today both in how they feel about nonAboriginal people and how non-Aboriginal people arc towards them.

Linda said that the experiences she had living on a reserve with the Native Welfare
Department made her fear non-Aboriginal people and the institutions they represented
such as school. In those days school was a place where you had to go or else you
were taken away from your family. School was negative for Aboriginal children
particularly as they didn't learn anything positive about themselves. She said that this
fear is still real for a lot of Aboriginal families and they do not trust non-Aboriginal
people. Gabrielle also said that her older relations are prejudiced towards nonAboriginal people and cannot forgive them. She believes that the non-Aboriginal
people of that generation were also very prejudiced and a lot of the older people in the
street where she lives still reflect this attitude. She said that she has to deal with
complaints and visits from the police on a regular basis over minor issues such as her
children playing near another house, too many cars parked outside her house or too
much smoke from the barbecue out the back. Gabrielle believes they single her out
because of her Aboriginality

Theresa and Tony both talked about the barriers that still exist between Aboriginal and
nonMAboriginal people. Tony believed that there needs to be a lot more crossMcultural
in-servicing both in schools and the work place. He believed that people need to learn
to respect each other more.

The Ways Aboriginal Parents Prepare their Children to deal with
Racist Incidents at School
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The parents were asked how they prepared their children to deal with racist incidents
they may experience when they started school. ThL responses were coded under the
following categories; history of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal interaction, resistance,
integration, instilling pride in their Aboriginal culture and reminding them of the
consequences of their actions.

History of Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Interaction
All the parents interviewed said thnt they made sure that their chHdren were aware of
the history of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal interaction. They all related the
experiences that they had when they were at school as well as their parents' and
grandparents' experiences. Four of the seven parent.s had experienced life on
missions and reserves. The segregation and assimilation policies of those days meant
they had experienced the poverty, oppression, discrimination and forced removal of
children from their parents. These memories are still very real for all Aboriginal
families. Theresa said about her own times at school,
You just couldn't trust them (non-Aboriginal people), because of what they
(Aboriginal people) had been through and so non-Aboriginal people have to work
hard to gain our trust.

It appears that Aboriginal parents still perceive school as the domain of non-Aboriginal

people. Their own schooling experiences were discriminatory and oppressive and
these feelings are carried over into the present day and they are preparing their children
to cope in a country in which they are a minority. When schools continue to deal with
Aboriginal people in some of the ways described in this paper it is little wonder that
these feelings persist. Linda supported this view when she explained Aboriginal
parents feelings about school,
White school is a place where you gotta go or you get taken away from your
family. So they put school in like with the Welfare system and everything like
that. Instead of it being a positive thing for the kids its always been a negative
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that. Instead of it being a positive thing for the kids its always been a negative
thing. In a way they were forced and they also knew that the kids were learning
things that wasn't anything good about themselves. It was bad things in those
days that were taught about Aboriginal people".

Although the parents made sure their children were aware of the past they also wanted
relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people to improve so they
encouraged their children to make friends with students from all cultures. In the
following passage Theresa explains how she prepares her children for school.
I've always told them my story, about how I'd been snatched away, all that sort
of stuff. But I also told them to be trusting but not too trusting and not to be too

judgmental. I'd like them to be really social, go out and meet everyone and
anyone. The more people they get to know, especially the more non-Aboriginal
peopil.! they get to know the better it is. I want them to be multicultural. Which
they have. They've got friends of all colours.

This statement was supported by all the parents who realised that it is important to
break down the barriers from the past by improving interpersonal relationships
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.

Fightil!g
Six of the seven parents said that they tell their children to ignore children if they tease

or bully them, while one parent said that she thinks sometimes fighting is the only way
these children will learn not to pick on Aboriginal children.

Mary said that she was brought up to fight and she feels that if the school won't deal
with racist teasing then she will encourage her daughter to fight. As she said,
If it is out of school and if I'm on site I will stand there and referee that fight.
That's the way we were brought up you know because definitely that's got to
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Linda also said that while she tells her own children to ignore teasing she said,
I know a lot of parents who say, "If they say anything to you bao;h them".

Ignore the comments
From the comments of Mary and Linda it appears that these parents have experienced
tighting as an acceptable way of settling grievances and disputes in their own lives.
\Vhile this may have been a valid method in traditional Aboriginal communities most
of the parents arc aware that in todays society fighting is not accepted and the school
and wider community will punish the fighter more severely than the instigator. The
other parents all advised their children to ignore racial teasing at school. Walter
described how he prepared his children,
We'd talk to the kids and say, what would you do if a kid called you a nigger?
See we tried to make the point not to use their fists but use their brain. I said,
"You've got a brain there and I think if you use it you can exercise it in a
constructive way". I believe that people who make racist remarks are ignorant of
the facts and to hide that fact they become racist and put other people down. I
think that if you can reverse that on to them and make them feel like an idiot then
you are turning round the racism thing.

Linda said that she told her daughter that there is no point in fighting because you will
get suspended. She said, "You have to make yourself strong and walk away from it".

Encourage Children to be Proud of their Aboriginal Identity

Two of the parents said they tell their children to be proud of their Aboriginal culture.

By feeling good about their culture the children were able to cope with the teasing and
not let it affect them as much. Gabrielle said that she always told her children and
grandchildren to be proud of their Nyoongar culture. She told Debra that her colour is
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precious and if people tease you they arc not worthy to be your friend. Walter said,
"My idea was to build up my kids and feel good about themselves, that sort of thing.
I !rv to give them the idea that the kid calling you a name, it's not your problem it's
their problem. That's how I answer them and it would work to some extent.

From the points raised above it is apparent that Aboriginal parents are aware that their
children will be subject to racial discrimination and they try to prepare them to deal
with it. The main ways they did this was by telling them about their history and
advising them to ignore the comments rather than fight.

Definitions of Racism
The parents were asked to define racism. Three of the parents defined racism as

against Aboriginal people, while the other parents clc:.cribed it in tenns of racism both
by Aboriginal people and against Aboriginal people.

Three of the parents said their definition of racism was ignorance. Linda described
racism in this way,

I'd definitely say ignorance, not being aware of the background of the Aboriginal
child. I also thinK that non-Aboriginal people think they are higher than the
Aboriginal people, they put themselves above not just the Aboriginal people but
above every other race and are responsible for the destruction of the environment
and genocide.

Linda also felt that teachers were ignorant and stereotyped Aboriginal people as black,
drunk and hopeless. She said that there needed to be a lot of in-servicing so that they
could get more understanding of wnat the Aboriginal children go through and
wouldn't be so quick to jump to conclusions.

Lisa und Thcn.:sa also described racism as ignorance- not knowing enough about tllc
t\bnriginal way of life to appreciate it. Lisa also said she felt she is racist against
Vil'tnamcsc people

bccmt~c

they don't try to mix in with the rest of the community.

Tony described a rucist incident he had experienced where he was not allowed into a
country pub on account of his Aboriginality. He said that it stems across all
nationalities but he felt that it is particularly pertinent to Aboriginal people. He
accepted the fact that to some extent he is racist as he says,
I mean we hate white people. White people shouldn't have come here in the first
place because they stuffed the country up. That's a fonn of racism.
He then talks about the policy of segregation when Aboriginal children were
removed from their families .s.nd he said that is another fonn of racism.

Mary said that racism is discrimination and is used to pick on black people. She said
that her children have been picked on because of the colour of their skin and su:d that a
lot of the Aboriginal footballers in the AFL and the locaJ league side are discriminated
against because of the colour of their skin.

Walter describes racism in the folio .ving way,
It comes in different shapes and fonns. I mean I think the underlying thing is to
do with the attitude and tolerance to another group of people. The11 you could
probably go into it further and break that down even further and say that you put
stereotype~.

un differe·.1t groups of people from images projected by the media,

books and stuff like that, that's all part of racism. I think racism is much more
thanj'JSt I'm black and you're white.

Gabrielle felt that racism stemmed from the discriminaticn Aboriginal people suffered
in the past. She said,
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I think a loti::. on both parts (Aboriginal and non-Af original people) t/ll:y arc
prejudiced you know. The older ones (non-Aboriginal) arc rude and don't
forgive things. The young ones (non-Aboriginal) say they hate whut our fathers
and gnmdfathers done. My family arc gelling old and they didn't want watjallas
coming here. I said we can't hold it against them. That wasn't them you know it
was their fathers and grandfathers."

DISCUSSION
Ovenicw of results
This study has lookt:d at the experiences of Aboriginal children in urban primary
schools from the perspective of their parents. The parents believe there is still
\Vid~.-·sprcad

ignorancl! and misunderstanding of Aboriginal people which is indicated

by the number of racist incidents the parents could recall. Racism against Aboriginal

students is occurring at both the individual and institutir:1al level. These two levels are
interconnected due to the way society constructs and maintains social integration and
attitudes through its key institutions such as schools, the legal system, health and
government administration.

On an individual level Aboriginal children are discriminated against because of their
Aboriginality. The ways in which parents felt their children are discriminated against
include name-calling, bullying and teasing by non-Aboriginal students. They also felt
that teachers had a low expectation of Aboriginal children's ability, an ignorance of
Aboriginal culture and blamed or punished their children more than mher children.
The attitudes thm teachers and children hold is a result of their own experiences which
are formed from being socialised into a non-indigenous, western, capitalist society
which does not cater for teaching in cross-cultural setting (Andrews 1993).

At an institutional level the school system is maintaining the pattern of domination by
continuing to use paracticcs and attitudes which regularly reward members of the
dominam group and disadvantage others. The pattern of domination emerges through
school ot:tcomes and employment levels which show that Aboriginal people continue
to remain significantly ilisadvantaged when compared to the dominant culture. The
school's hidden curriculum sustains racism by either consciously or unconsciously
transmitting the dominant group's knowledge, beliefs and attitudes. These interactions
are affecting the school life of Aboriginal children and makes it difficult for them to
succeed in the present school system.

J

The: attitude of some of tht: teachers, principals and non-Aboriginal children indicate
that th~rc: is still a lot of ignorance and stereotyping of Aboriginal people. Mc.:lnerncy
t 1992) stated that for a variety of rca~ons many teachers set low expectations of

Aboriginal students academic performance. \Vootten ( 1991) claimed that as
Aboriginal people belong to one of the least powerful groups in society they arc likely
to have behavioural norms \Vhich differ from the dominant culture and these need to be
<ecogniscd in order for them to receive an equitable education. These differences in
behavioural nonns arc indicated in this study by the way in which Abr1riginal children
are expected in their own culture to be autonomous and self-reliant. These culturally
acceptable behaviours transgress the expected behaviour of schools and as a result the
Aboriginal children were often punished and marginalised for acting in such a manner.

Aboriginal people have a distinctive culture \Vhich differs markedly in many aspects
from non-Aboriginal cultures. The IV AAECG ( 1987) found that there is a popular
misconception that Aboriginal people were either completely assimilated into the
'white' culture or still maintained a traditional lifestyle. This misconception has had an

adverse effect on the delivery of education to Aboriginal children in urban schools
who still identify with their culture. The parents felt that the teachers were not aware
that most urban Aboriginal children still maintain strong ties to their Aboriginal culture

even though they are living in an urban environment.

The parents feel that schools try to treat all children the same. which they feel is
disadvantagiog their children. Luke and Luke ( 1990), Baker and Free body ( 1989)
and Husseyn (1984) argue that the school curriculum, rules, hierarchy, classroom
management styles and classroom discourses all tend to marginalise Aboriginal
students and their parents and support the dominant culture. While the features of
modernism are still evident in our society, the new fom1s of technology and
information, the breakdown of 'grand narratives' and the cultural diversity in Australia
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means that ethnic groups arc no longer cxpcctcd to form one homogenous group.
Tht::rc is a need for schools to reflect this change in their practices and reexamine the
unquestioned accepwnce of narratives from a past era.

The current discourses available on Aboriginal people still tend to describe them as a
primitive race living a traditional life. There is little information presented in schools
on the history of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal interaction, urban/rural Aboriginal life
...

and the problems they face as a minority group. Muecke (1992) and Hollinsworth
(l992b) argue that the available discourses are forming the images that non·Aboriginal
people have of Aboriginal people. These negative images are implicitly taught to all
students which means that non-Aboriginal children treat Aboriginal children as
different and as a consequence they feel alienated from the school system. There is a
need for schools to examine closely the texts available on Aboriginal people and to
deconstruct and eliminate the interpretations of the ideologies implicit in them. For
this to happen all teachers need to have an awareness of Aboriginal history and culture
and be prepared to implement these in the classroom. Giroux ( 1990) claimed that by
the rejection of grand nanativcs, there is an opportunity for subordinate groups to
reclaim their history which has been barred from the modernist historical narrative.
The parents in this study all believe that it is important for Aboriginal Studies to be
implemented in the curriculum so that the ignorance and misunderstandings can be
addressed and improve relationships bet\vecn Aboriginal and non·Aboriginal people.

There is a need for teachers to be aware that Aboriginal children come from a different
culture and will have different ways of interacting and learning than children from
other cultures.
Malin (1990), Kearins (1984) and Christie (1986) have discovered that the Aboriginal
child typically values personal relationships over competitive work so they tend to
work for people they like not because they are told to. If they per<eive that the teacher
lacks any real empathy or understanding of them they will quickly lose respect and act
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up in the class. This is indicated in the number of cases the parents related where their
child would have a difficult year with one teacher and the next year get a more
understanding teacher. Not only did their classroom behaviour improve but also their
acadt:mic standing in the class.

The management style of some teachers and principals is causing cu]tural clashes and
making school life difficult for the Aboriginal child. The fact that non-Aboriginal
culture and schools rely on children obeying rules, having decisions made for them
and to obey adults unquestioningly means that Aboriginal children often transgress
school rules. Aboriginal children in this sur:ey were punished more severely than
their non-Aboriginal counterparts when they were involved in incidents such as
fighting, even when the non-Aboriginal child had initiated the event. The Aboriginal
child could not understand the reasons for their punishment when they believed they
were acting in a culturally acceptable ,~,-·ay. The consequence of this was that schools
were lowering the chances of Aboriginal children's success because of the time they
spend in suspension and detention.

The consequence of these attitudes was that children lack respect for these teachers and
do not feel they have to work for them. A cycle of resistance and school failure
develops. The covert nature of racism within the school setting appears to be creating a
cycle of failure and marginalisation for Aboriginal children.

From this study it clearly shows that building positive relationships between the
teacher and the Aboriginal child is vitally important for their school success. These
findings concur with Mcinerney (1992) who found that one of the factors which
motivate an urban Aboriginal child to continue at school is through school support
from teachers and peers. As Lisa said, they are not looking for spt:cial treatment, but
they need to feel that the teacher understands where they are coming from and shows
genuine warmth and compassion. The parents have mentioned that teachers who are
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highly regarded by their children arc ones who include Aboriginal cultun; in the

curricu,lum, ussist at the homework centre, make use of AEW's in the classroom and
make personal contact with Aboriginal parents on a regular basis.

All the parents felt that schooling is much bencr now for their children than when th~y
were at school. They all claimed that the introduction of homework centres, the

ASSPA Comminecs, the presence of AE»''s and ALO's in the schools and in some
classes the introduction of Aboriginal studies is making school a more welcoming
place for their children. What hasn't changed and which is a cause of concern is the
school's hidden curriculum such as the teacher's management style, curriculum

content and modes of communication.

Schools need to be aware that many Aboriginal families do not feel welcome in the
present school system and still perceive school as the domain of non-Aboriginal
people. Their own experiences at school were oppressive and racist and they are
aware that their own children are entering a system where there is going to be racist
attitudes from some of the school population. Despite their own experiences all the
parents encouraged their children to mix but also told them about their own
experiences and warned them that they will encounter teasing and bullying. They are
aware that school rules forbid their children to retaliate by fighting so warn them to
ignore the comments. Schools need to be aware that many Aboriginal children come
to school with a knowledge of the injustices and mistreatment their parents have
experienced. There is a need for teachers and principals to be sensitive when they deal
with Aborigittal children. Schools need to be aware that these children come from a
background where fighting may be an acceptable means of settling a dispute and that
most Aboriginal children will attempt to deal with a situatim1 ihemselves rather than
consult a teacher, particularly if they are non-Aboriginal.

Most of the parents described racism as ignorance of the background of Aboriginal
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people. The past narrati\'cs have functioned w sociali5e most non-Aboriginal people
into stereotyping Aboriginal people as lazy, drunk and untrustworthy. There has been
little infonnation released to the general public about the injustices and discriminatory
policies which have led to the present situmion. There is a need for these grand
narratives from the past to be deconstructcd and for more Aboriginal people to be
allowed to tell their own story. By creating localised narratives there is more chance
for the barriers to be broken down between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.
Schools can play a key role by educaling all s1uden1s abou11he hislory of Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal interaction from both perspectives. In this way a more balanced
view of Aboriginal people will arise and improve relationships.

Need for Further Research
This sludy has looked al racism from lhe perspeclive of Aboriginal parenls. From lhe
infom1ation gathered from this study it is apparent that there is a need for further
research in a number of areas. Firstly there needs to be a more in-depth investigation
of racism in schools. Aboriginal students are only one of many minority groups and it
would be of interest to examine the extent of racist attitudes and how these affect other
minorily groups. This sludy mainly looked a1 primary aged children, further research
needs to be done on the extent of racism in high schools and tertiary institutions and
the impact racism has on their education.

Secondly there is a need to examine how effective teacher education programmes are
in reducing prejudice. The parents in this study all stated that most teachers are
ignorant of Aboriginal culture. A study which compared the attitudes of teachers
towards Aboriginal students who have received cross-cultural training as opposed to
those who haven't would reveal vital information on how attitudes are fanned and
how lhey can be changed.

Thirdly lhere needs lobe an invesligalion on lhe effect Aboriginal Siudies has on the
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attitudes of non-Aboriginal students towards Aboriginal students. Jn this study one of
the parents commented that after the students had some lessons in Aboriginal culture
they were quick to defend them against other prejudiced students. This was only one
incident and it would be a benefit to investigate if Aboriginal Studies has an effect on
attitudinal changes over time.

Finally this study could be extended further to interview not only Aboriginal parenl'
but also their children, the teachers, principals and non-Aboriginal children. In this
way a more rounded picture of the situation woulrl develop and many more factors
could be examined.

Limitations to the study
This study had a number of limitations due to the nature of the research. This study
dealt with complex personal and social issues in a cross-cultura1 setting. Instigating
rapport proved difficuh in the initial stages of the project. As the inquirer was not
A!xJriginal and had limited contact with Aboriginal people it was difficult to find
Aboriginal people who were willing to be interviewed. This was understandable
considering the personal nature of the interviews and the mistrust most Aboriginal
people feel when dealing with non~Aboriginal people. In order to counteract the
influence of this factor, verification of the bona fides of the inquirer by credible mutual
acquaintances was sought. By becoming acquainted with the Aboriginal community
on a personal level the inquirer was able to develop a strong rapport. This rapport was
evident by the amount of trust the parents had in relating issues of a sensitive nature
from their past as well as the present time.

This study was looking at how Aboriginal parents perceived schooling for their
children.

Knowledge based on human experience is not necessarily trustworthy and

the case study method, unlike statistical research is unable to be replicated or rejected
on testing of the null hypothesis. To increase validity the inquirer ensured the
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rl!porting and observations wcrl~ accurate. Thc<>c observations were validalP'J by
confirming initial responses \'.'ith the respondents by showing them the tape
transcripts. The fact that all the respondents related similar experiences also validated
their responses.

The responses in this study represented what Aboriginal parents perceived about their
child's ability or performance at school. Teachers may have differing perceptions
about their childrens' academic ability and the reasons for their success of failure. It
was not within the scope of this study 10 interview other children or teaching staff.
Further studies could look at intenriewing others and/or looking at individuals' report
cards to confinn the parents' responses

The inquirer and/or the reader of the study could misinterpret the findings due to a
cultural or language barrier. For this reason the inquirer conferred with colleagues on
the relevance of the insights and reported on the findings in such a way so as to reduce
misinterpretation. This was done by ensuring the inquirer had a dear understanding
of the situation by becoming acquainted \\'ith all relevant literature so that the
conclusions were drawn from a sound conceptual background.
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CONCLUSION

This study has set out to examine how parents perceive schooling for their children.
In particular it interpreted their stories, using racism as the central construct of
:malyscs. Their discourses were interpreted from which a number of key themes and
issues were drawn out. The main issues that emerged were the types of interactions
their children expcrit:nced at school, the consequences of these interactions and how
Ai::''>riginal parents prepare their children to deal with these interactions. The study
also revealed what Aboriginal parents explanations and constructions of racism were.

The results of this study indicate that schooling for most Aboriginal children and their
parents remains culturally alien. Most non-Aboriginal teachers and students have little
knowledge or understanding of Aboriginal children's home life and culture and this is
reflected in their interactions \Vith them. These interactions were not always negative
but the Aboriginal children in this study had all experienced racist name calling and
discriminatory treatment by non-Aboriginal students and teachers. The consequences
of these interactions depended on how schools dealt with the situations. The
Aboriginal parents felt that when the schools failed to consider the Aboriginal
background of their children, or had a negative attitude towards their children based on
their Aboriginality then their children were marginalised and excluded and had little
academic success. This is in contrast to situations where the Aboriginal parents felt
that the school was tolerant of Aboriginal culture. In these situations the Aboriginal
children felt welcome, accepted and had more success in the classroom.

The fonns of racism were at the individual and institutional level and discriminated
against them by marginal ising them from the school system. At the individual level
the children had experienced racist name calling by other children and by teachers who
treated them less favourably than non-Aboriginal children. At the institutional level,
the education system continues to fail Aboriginal children by failing to take into
account their individual needs.

I
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The parents felt the wider community's perceptions of Aboriginal people are based on
ignorance and misunderstanding. They felt that some nonMAboriginal children had
racist attitudes from their parents and the teachers were racist in that they did not
understand or tolerate the Aboriginal culture. While it is difficult to generalise about
the impact of govenuncnt policy on the attitudes of a nation from this small study it
tends to show that pcopk: are moulded by their perceptions and experiences. If the
macro-structures are racist in their policies such as the media, police, the education
system and the social services then this will be reflected in the attitudes of the
individuals within that society.

From the perspective of the Aboriginal parents their past experiences with nonAboriginal people has been one of overt racism both at the institutional and individual
level. They have had to deal with teasing and bullying to a large extent in their own
lives. 'Nhile the parents generally advised their children to ignore these comments,
they also respected their child's right to be self-reliant and self-regulating.

\Vhile institutions such as schools .and politics have policies of multiculturalism and
equality these are not being translated into reality as the discourses and images about
Aboriginal people still remain largely Eurocentric (Luke and Luke, 1990). The
education system has resisted introducing Aboriginal Studies into the curriculum and
many of the present texts available either omit Aboriginal people entirely or still
describe them as primitive nomadic people. These negative messages are implicitly
taught to all students which means that Aboriginal children feel alienated from the
education system and non-Aboriginal children also treat them as different.

Racism is a sensitive issue in education. The Social Justice in Education Policy
(1991) has as one of its policies, to work towards the elimination of racism within the
school environment. Schools are reluctant to address this issue which is evident from
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the: attitude of teachers and principals. This may be due to the unconscious nature of
racism brought about by socialisation into the dominant culture. Minority cultures
who do not fn into the dominant culture feel it most acutely while the mainstream
population remain oblivious

to

the overt und covert aspects of racism.

The Task Force on Aboriginal Social Justice (1994) stated that the factors which cause
low academic achievement are cultural conflict, the poor education of parents and
grandparents and an irrelevant State education system. While it can be argued that
these factors are common to all students of a lower socio~economic background, the

culturally alien environment, lack of culturally apprcpriate programmes and prejudiced
attitudes

to

Aboriginal students among peers and teaching staff further compounded

the problem for Aboriginal students.

These feelings and attitudes indicate that Australian society still has a long way to go
before it becomes a truly postmodem, muhicultural nation. The grand narratives from
the past which are evident in the school curriculum, the media and other key
institutions are being maintained to effectively exclude minority groups. There has
been some changes within the education system to assist Aboriginal students such as
establishing ASSPA Committees, homework centres and employing AEW'S and
~fLO's.

However the culturally alien environment, lack of culturally appropriate

programmes and the racist attitudes of some students and teaching staff is maintaining
the current social order. When Aboriginal students experienced teachers and students
who acknowledged their culture and attempted to break down the barriers between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people the Aboriginal students tended to be more
successful in the classroom. The localised knowledge and narratives which were
instig?ted in these classrooms by the introduction of Aboriginal culture and languages
and the positive attitude of the teacher meant that the schooling process became "Real"
for the Aboriginal students.
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APPENDIX I

The following questions were used in the personal interviews. These questions were
open ended nnd further questions were

u~f'~'

in rc.~ponse to the· issues raised by the

rt~pondcni..

I. How is 'x' getting on at school?

2. Are his/her report cards good?

3. Has 'x' got many friends?
4. Does he/she have any friends who aren't Nyoongars?
5. How doeo he/she get on with watjalla kids?
6. How does he/she get on with teachers?

7. Has he/she had any unpleasant experiences with watjalla kids? What about name
calling? What about fights after school?
8. Has he/sh. had any unpleasant experiences with teachers? Do they ever get the
blame for things that happen in the classroom or playground?
9. What do you dol say to the kids if this happens'
10. What about your own experiences at school?
I I. How do you prepare your child to cope with conflicts at school?
12. What do you think the reasons are for conflicts between Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people? Why do you think there's fights? Why do you think there's name
calling?
13. What do you think should be done about it? Do you think your kids could do
better at school? Before your children started school were you worried about them
having trouble? What did you do?
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